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Abstract 
This practice-led research project investigates the genre of solo autobiographical 
performance by documenting and analysing my own practice and that of nine other 
Australian solo autobiographical performers. It seeks to understand the questions and 
challenges unique to creating and performing solo autobiographical performance, and to 
locate the genre within current theoretical discourse in the interconnected fields of 
performance studies, practice-led research/practice-as-research, autoethnography, 
autobiography and psychology. 
As the autobiographical component of the research drew heavily on my own 
lived experience and involved a high degree of self-search, I drew on elements of Clark 
Moustakas’s (1990) methodology of ‘heuristic inquiry’, where ‘the focus in a heuristic 
quest is on recreation of lived experience; full and complete depictions of the 
experience from the frame of reference of the experiencing person’ (p. 38). Here I was 
guided by two principal research questions: How do I, as a performer, investigate my 
life by performing it? and What motivates or inspires me, as a performer, to investigate 
my life by performing it? The heuristic approach led me to immerse myself in my 
inquiry—a process that consisted of periods of intense life-writing and broad, relevant 
reading. The next stage, acquisition, involved me viewing a number of solo 
autobiographical performances and interviewing nine Australian performers who have 
worked in the genre; these processes provided me with valuable insights and knowledge 
about the performers’ creative methods and motivations, which, for all performers, drew 
strongly on their relationships with their families. 
The creative methods informed my own practice-led enquiry central to this 
study. To arrive at a deeper understanding of the challenges and opportunities of solo 
autobiographical performance as a genre and to test these creative methods, I wrote and  
  
vi 
 
presented a work-in-progress performance of an original script, Can I Come Home 
Now? This second immersive period led to the realisation stage: a ‘creative synthesis’ 
expressed in the form of the performance script. As a practitioner seeking to research 
and gain first-hand knowledge of this particular genre of performance, it was essential 
that I engage in the actual practice and performance. Through this experiential process, I 
developed an in-depth embodied knowledge of the application of the creative methods, 
dramaturgical process, performance style and the distinctive performer–audience 
relationship of this genre. Like the other performers—who acknowledged the 
vulnerability inherent in the process of writing, workshopping and performing stories 
drawn from their own life—I recognised the importance of working with a dramaturg 
and director whom I could trust and who created a safe environment for the work. 
Although the practice-led research component is fundamental to this research, 
it remains one of three interlocking circles; the other two of which are the theoretical 
considerations and the interviews with performers working in the genre. Through its 
combination of creative practice, theory and performer interviews, this research 
provides new knowledge and insights into the motivations, creative methods and 
experiences of solo autobiographical performers in Australia. It also provides new 
knowledge about the emergence of the genre in Australia and how it offers Australian 
solo performers a vehicle to explore questions about identity, family, culture and 
agency; and to share these insights with an audience. 
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Introduction 
‘Habits of the Heart’ 
The seed of inspiration to create a solo autobiographical performance piece 
germinated in October 2008, when I was back in New Zealand helping my mother sort 
through my recently deceased father’s possessions. John Matthews, my father, was 95 
years old when he passed away. He was born in the north of England in 1913 and lived 
through a time of unprecedented change. My father’s life began as a young boy riding 
in a horse and cart and watching Zeppelins float over Great Britain, to becoming an 
adult flying in jet planes and ending as an old man watching his grandchildren surf the 
Internet in New Zealand. 
 
Figure 1. Steve discovers his father’s briefcase in Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Photo: Sally Ehms 
In the back of his wardrobe, I found a beautifully preserved brown leather 
briefcase, containing pages of his handwritten notes about the New Testament, 
together with a series of photos from his time at Oxford University, where he 
studied theology. He and his brother looked handsome and dashing, like 
characters out of an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel. 
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Figure 2. John Matthews (at back) with his parents and brother, Eric (1933) Photo: Steve Matthews 
Collection 
This was a part of his life about which I knew little and it seemed in such stark 
contrast to the image of the frail, confused old man I had said goodbye to for the final 
time, only a week earlier. Even though I did not fully understand the scribbled notes that 
I found in his briefcase, I felt that it was part of his effort to understand and make sense 
of his life, in the only way he knew as an Anglican priest, through what he considered 
his life ‘compass’—the Bible. I gave the notes to my mother and she offered me his 
briefcase and the photos, which I brought back home with me. At the time, I was living 
by myself on 60 acres in the heart of country New South Wales; on the weekends I had 
the time and space to reflect on my relationship with my father, my family and my own 
life. 
I have always loved listening to stories. Whether I am listening to a friend 
recount an experience of sitting in a theatre or cinema watching a performance or film, I 
am interested in and curious about the lives of other human beings. In my experience, 
most people are. However, in my case, this curiosity, combined with the understanding 
of the power of stories to affect us, led me to becoming a professional actor, theatre 
maker, director and teacher of performance, as I wanted to be actively involved in the 
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process of telling stories. Naturally, this is a self-reflective process. As I listen to 
someone else’s story, I cannot help but be simultaneously engaged in my own story—
experiencing moments of relatedness and empathy as well as moments of judgment and 
separation. 
But what would happen if this process were reversed? What if I were the one 
telling my story to an audience? What would be my story? How do I see myself? Which 
parts of my life would I include? Which parts would I leave out? How would my story 
affect people? Would it be of value and interest to an audience? What would be of value 
to myself in telling my own story? How would I ‘perform’ my own life? I began to 
think about my father, who had died with so many untold stories and experiences. And 
if he had shared these stories and experiences, could it have made a difference to the 
lives of others, especially his own family? Could it have brought us closer as a father 
and son? 
Over the past twenty-five years, the focus of my work has shifted from being an 
actor and performance maker to working as a teacher and director. In these latter roles, 
however, I have been the one who facilitates others’ creativity. I felt I had lost touch 
with the original spark that fired my desire to create and tell stories. I became excited by 
the idea of using my own lived experience as source material for a performance piece 
and further researching the genre of solo autobiographical performance. 
The first solo autobiographical performance I witnessed was by the renowned 
United States (US) autobiographical performer, Spalding Gray, when he performed in 
Auckland in 1986. I was quite affected by his skill, courage and vulnerability to tell 
such intimate stories from his own life. The second solo performance I attended was  
Deborah Pearson’s Births, Deaths, Marriages (1993). Deborah was a friend and 
performer who I had known since university days in Wellington, and whose father,  
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coincidentally, was also an Anglican priest. As Deborah and I knew some of the same 
people, I found that her performance intersected with my life in such a way that I could 
imagine myself as a performer of my own story. It prompted me to recognise that as 
actors we have become so used to losing ourselves in stories about fictitious characters 
that we have lost touch with the drama that is unfolding in our own lives and the lives of 
people in our own world—especially our own families. 
More recently, I had become more conscious of the personal significance of my 
own history and family, my circle of friends and colleagues and my cultural background 
(English, New Zealand, Australian). I was beginning to reflect on how we have been 
shaped and how, in turn, we have shaped the world, through our family, education, 
politics, religion/spirituality, relationships and the arts—and how these have influenced 
my own choices, identity and story. In Between Generations: Family Models, Myths 
and Memories, Daniel Bertaux and Paul Thompson describe the importance of the 
family in European culture: 
The family remains the main channel for the transmission of language, names, land and 
housing, local social standing and religion and beyond that, also of social values and 
aspirations, fears, world views, domestic skills, taken-for-granted ways of behaving, 
attitudes to the body, models of parenting and marriage—resulting in the condensation of 
experiences characterising particular class groups, which Tocqueville called ‘les habitudes 
du coeur’, the habits of the heart, and Bourdieu chose to characterise with the word 
‘habitus’. (2005, p. 1) 
This realisation, plus my observations of others’ autobiographically based 
performances, helped me to recognise that the decision to embark on a practice-led 
research project about the genre of solo autobiographical performance would immerse 
me in a deeper investigation of my family, my identity, the unfolding of my own my life 
path and the habits of my own heart. The deeply personal nature of such an inquiry, 
however, leads to broader questions: what drives a performer to create a solo  
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autobiographical performance? And how does the story of a person’s life become 
performatively transformed? 
Solo Autobiographical Performance 
This practice-led research project investigates the genre of solo autobiographical 
performance by documenting and analysing my own practice and that of nine other 
Australian solo autobiographical performers. It seeks to understand the questions and 
challenges unique to creating and performing solo autobiographical performance, and to 
locate the genre within current theoretical discourses in the interconnected fields of 
performance studies, practice-led research/practice-as-research (PaR), autoethnography, 
autobiography and psychology. 
As the autobiographical component of the research drew heavily on my own 
lived experience, and involved a high degree of self-search, I drew on elements of Clark 
Moustakas’s (1990) methodology of ‘heuristic inquiry’, where the focus is on ‘the 
recreation of lived experience; full and complete depictions of the experience from the 
frame of reference of the experiencing person’ (p. 38). Here I was guided by two 
questions: How do I, as a performer, investigate my life by performing it? and What 
motivates or inspires me, as a performer, to investigate my life by performing it? The 
heuristic approach led me to immerse myself in my inquiry, a process that initially  
consisted of periods of intense life-writing, broad, relevant reading and the viewing of a 
number of solo autobiographical performances. 
This was followed by a stage of acquisition during which the data I sought 
came from sources external to myself. It was during this period that I conducted my 
interviews with nine Australian performers who have created solo autobiographical 
performances.1 (As my own work was to be text based, I have focused my research 
                                                        
1 I added a tenth interview with Keith Gallasch and Virginia Baxter, some years after my primary 
research period had finished. The primary focus of my research is on the work of the nine initial 
interviewees 
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mainly on performers who use text, as well as physical and visual elements). The 
interviewees included William Yang, an acknowledged pioneer of the genre in 
Australia, whose first work, The Face of Buddha, was created in 1989; and William 
Zappa, better known as a stage actor, who created his first and (at this stage) only solo 
show Winter’s Discontent (2010). My other interviewees included Deborah Leiser-
Moore and Meme Thorne, both Suzuki trained with a background in contemporary 
performance; Paul Dwyer, an academic whose research project articulated into a solo 
show; well-known cabaret artist Paul Capsis; and the late Indigenous 
performer/musician, David Page. My other two interviewees, Michael Workman and 
Tim Stitz, came from the worlds of stand-up comedy and playback theatre respectively. 
These interviews with Australian performers provided me with valuable insights and 
knowledge not only about their creative processes but also their motivations, which, for 
all the performers, drew strongly on their relationships with their families. 
These processes of immersion and acquisition articulated to the practice-led 
research central to this study. Here, I was guided by Carole Gray’s definition of 
practice-led research as: 
initiated in practice, where questions, problems, challenges are identified and formed by the 
needs of practice and practitioners; and secondly that the research is carried out through 
practice, using predominantly methodologies and specific methods familiar to us as 
practitioners. (1996, p. 3) 
As a practice-led researcher, I was intent on exploring my research questions through 
fully engaging with the actual challenges and opportunities of solo autobiographical 
performance, just like the nine performers I interviewed. As a result, I wrote, 
workshopped and presented a work-in-progress performance of an original script, Can I 
Come Home Now? This second immersive period led to the realisation stage: a 
‘creative synthesis’ expressed in the form of the performance script. Through this 
experiential process, I developed an in-depth, embodied knowledge of the creative 
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methods, dramaturgical process, performance style and distinctive performer–audience 
relationship of this genre. Like the other performers, who acknowledged the 
vulnerability inherent in the process of writing, workshopping and performing stories 
drawn from their own life, I recognised the importance of working with a dramaturg and 
director whom I could trust and who created a safe environment for the work. 
Moreover, for seven out of the nine performers I interviewed, a close working 
relationship with a trusted collaborator was key to their process. 
Although the practice-led research component is fundamental to this research, it 
remains one of three interlocking circles, the other two of which are the theoretical 
considerations and the interviews with performers working in the genre. Through the 
combination of creative practice, theory and fieldwork, this research provides new 
insights and knowledge about the motivations, creative methods and experiences of solo 
autobiographical performers in Australia. It also provides new knowledge about the 
emergence of the genre in Australia and how it offers solo performers a vehicle to 
explore questions about identity, family, culture and agency with an audience. 
An Overview 
There are five chapters that follow this introduction. In Chapter One, I discuss the 
critical literature on solo autobiographical performance and explore the evolution and 
development of its practice, mainly in the United States (US), United Kingdom (UK) 
and Australia. Key themes that emerge from this research are the construction and 
interrogation of a performative ‘I’ together with questions of subjectivity and ‘multiple’ 
selves. These cannot be separated from associated thematic concerns, the 
interrelationship of authenticity and theatricality, and the relationships that solo 
autobiographical performers establish with their audiences. This chapter provides both a 
theoretical frame and a contextual ground for the research. 
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Chapter Two turns to methodological considerations when I lay out my two 
approaches to this research: practice-led research and heuristic inquiry. Although these 
approaches differ in their epistemological goal (heuristic inquiry seeks knowledge of 
and through human experience; practice-led research seeks knowledge through creative 
practice) they share many similarities. Both are inductive and draw on methods such as 
journaling and reflection, thinking through doing, valuing creative practices and seeking 
insight through them. They are also complementary because where heuristic inquiry 
encourages a deep search inward, practice-led research encourages one’s gaze to focus 
outwards. The methodological tools of heuristic inquiry, which focus on an internal 
self-search, were particularly useful for the initial life-writing process. This laid the 
foundation for the exploration of the creative and solo devising methods required to 
gain the embodied knowledge of the actual practice of solo autobiographical 
performance through the workshopping and dramaturgical process and the performing 
of the performance script (‘the creative synthesis’). 
Focusing my gaze outwards in Chapter Three, I provide an analysis of the work 
of the nine Australian professional practitioners of solo autobiographical performance 
and what I learnt from them. With each, I attended their performances and conducted 
in-depth interviews. Approaching the interviews heuristically, I was interested to 
discover what motivated each to work in this form, their experience of it and the fact 
that their relationships with their families also featured strongly in their motivations. In 
contrast, my practice-led focus directed questions towards the how of their practice: 
how did they create their work, how did they arrive at their onstage personae and how 
did they find their distinct theatrical styles? 
However, having only a theoretical understanding of their motivations, their 
creative methods, their performance styles and personae, the next stage of this practice-
led research and heuristic inquiry was to test out the creative methods and specialised 
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knowledge that these performers had acquired, through creating and performing my 
own solo autobiographical performance. Through this experiential process, I discovered 
my own distinctive performance style and persona, developed a deeper understanding of 
my own motivations and gained new embodied knowledge of the practice of the genre. 
Chapter Four contains the full performance script of my own solo 
autobiographical script titled Can I Come How Now? I have placed it here as this thesis 
enacts a process of circling inwards through personal processes and outwards through 
external considerations and views. As the creative ‘product’ of the research, it was 
important to me that it was read within the context of this thesis rather than as a separate 
document; it sets the context for the next chapter, where I reflect on and analyse my 
own creative practice and begin to identify the new knowledge that has emerged as a 
result of engaging in the creative practice. Here I am guided by Robin Nelson’s notion 
of ‘praxis’, the interweaving of both theoretical and practical processes (2013, p. 32). 
In Chapter Five, I detail my own processes in creating my solo autobiographical 
show Can I Come Home Now? and analyse what I learnt about the practice of the genre 
and the challenges I experienced in the creation and performance of the script. 
Beginning with addressing the questions raised through the engagement of the different 
creative methods and stages to broader thematic concerns of this research, I discuss how 
the dramaturgical process not only transformed the stories from the page to the stage but 
also changed my perspective with respect to my relationship with the principal 
characters in my story (my father, my family, myself) as well as the social and cultural 
influences that shaped all of us. This new embodied knowledge was also reflected in a 
deeper understanding of the motivations, creative methods and experiences of not only 
myself but also the other solo performers I interviewed, as well as an appreciation of 
their skills and the challenges they faced in transforming their lived experience into a 
performance piece and performing it live. 
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The final chapter, Chapter Six, outlines what I argue to be the benefits and 
outcomes of this research. As a heuristic and practice-led inquiry, the research has 
produced new knowledge and insights into the genre and practice of autobiographical 
performance in Australia. As I discovered in my interviews with the nine Australian 
performers, similar to myself, family featured strongly in their motivations for making 
work, even when a family relationship may not have been the prime instigator. The 
practice component to this research has been essential; without it, the learning would 
have been restricted to an academic study and the observations of an outsider, without 
being able to draw on what Schön describes as ‘knowledge-in-action’ (1983, p. 49). To 
fully comprehend, as a practitioner–researcher, all the challenges that face the solo 
autobiographical performer required my full engagement in the actual practice as an 
integral part of a heuristic inquiry. This has brought a richness and depth to the research 
findings, especially with respect to the creative, personal and logistical challenges solo 
performers face in working with material drawn from their own lived experience and 
their relationships with their families, and performing this material in front of a live 
audience. 
The interweaving of theory, performer interviews, creative practice and critical 
reflection has engaged me in practice-led research, which Nelson describes as  
‘intelligent practice’ (2013, p. 40); through it, I have gained both an ‘informed 
reflexivity’ (p. 44) and an in-depth embodied knowledge of the genre of solo 
autobiographical performance. This practice-led research project provides valuable new 
knowledge and insights into the motivations, creative methods and experiences of solo 
autobiographical performers in Australia. It also provides new knowledge about the 
emergence of the genre in Australia and how it offers Australian solo performers a 
vehicle to explore questions about identity, family, culture and agency and to share 
these insights with an audience. 
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Figure 3. Steve Matthews in Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Photo: Sally Ehms  
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Chapter One: Contextual Review 
Since its emergence in the 1970s, solo autobiographical performance has been 
variously described as ‘performance art’s most radical and innovative work’ (Phelan, 
1988, p. 28), ‘confessional performance born out of the culture of narcissism’ (Schmor, 
1994, p. 163) and ‘a heuristic tool in enacting autobiographic analysis on stage’ (Spry, 
2011, p. 28). In the pages that follow I provide an overview of how solo 
autobiographical performance as a genre emerged in the US out of the experimental 
performance scene in New York in the 1960s and ’70s. Central to its emergence was 
Spalding Gray, who began performing his monologues in the 1970s, and who Richard 
Schechner describes as ‘a pioneer of solo autobiographical performance art’ (2002, p. 
1). Next, I examine some key themes: the construction of a performative ‘I’; the 
interrelationship of authenticity and theatricality; questions of subjectivity and our 
‘multiple’ selves; the relationship between autobiographical performers and their 
audiences; and the role of performative storytelling in relation to communities. Despite 
the prevalence of commentary on the work of US practitioners, a number of 
practitioners in the UK and Australia have made significant contributions to the genre, 
and I close this chapter with a summary of some of their work. In claiming that solo 
autobiographical performance is a ‘genre’, I identify its defining characteristics as: a 
solo performer on stage who draws the content of his or her performance directly from 
his or her own lived experience. However, as outlined in Chapter One and in Chapter 
Three, the solo performers in this study reflect diversity in respect to culture, race, 
gender, sexual orientation and communities of practice, as well as having different 
motivations to perform their shows.  
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Spalding Gray and the ‘Century of the Self’ 
Spalding Gray’s work is significant in any discussion of solo autobiographical 
performance; primarily for the quality of his work and for his commercial success, 
through both live performances and the films of his shows Swimming to Cambodia 
(1987), Monster in a Box (1992) and Gray’s Anatomy (1996). This, in turn, drew not 
only the attention of the public to his work but also the critical attention of numerous 
academics in the field of performance studies, especially those who were following new 
developments in the performance art scene in New York. In Schechner’s (2002) 
interview with him, Gray outlines the evolution of his work with The Performance 
Group, in which Schechner, as the director, drew on the performers’ lived experience as 
an integral part of the creative process (‘let’s explore who you are’) (p. 159). Also, he 
refers to Gray’s work with The Wooster Group, whose shows Sakonnet Point (1975), 
Rumstick Road (1977), Nyatt School (1978) and Point Judith (1979) were all based on 
Gray’s early life growing up in Rhode Island. 
 
Figure 4. Spalding Gray in Swimming to Cambodia (1987). 
 Photo: Cinecom Pictures 
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Figure 5. Spalding Gray in The Wooster Group’s Sakonnet Point (1975). Photo: Ken Kobland 
Both of these theatre companies, along with other experimental companies such 
as The Living Theatre and The Open Theatre, challenged the more traditional concepts  
of theatre and acting, and placed the performer’s inner experience and their relationship 
with the community at the centre of the work. This movement away from the constraints 
of Method naturalism had its origins in the performance art of artists such as Allan 
Kaprow, Jim Dine and Julia Heyward. According to Emma Govan, Helen Nicholson 
and Katie Normington: 
the contemporary practice of autobiographical performance can be traced back through the 
Happenings of the 1960s and 1970s where the relationship between art and life was blurred 
and the focus was not on the skilled performance of a character but ‘participants’ being 
themselves in a range of situations. (2007, p. 59) 
Prior to Gray’s first solo show, the performance artist Julia Heyward performed her 
shows Fame by Association (1975) and Shake! Daddy! Shake! (1976), which drew 
directly on material from her own childhood and her relationships. 
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Figure 6. Julia Heyward in Shake! Daddy! Shake! (1976). Photo: Lizbeth Morano 
Inspired to ‘chronicle my life orally’ (Gray in Schechner, 2002, p. 162), Gray’s 
first solo show Sex and Death to the Age of 14 was performed in 1979. From then until 
his death in 2004, Gray created and performed 14 solo autobiographical shows and, in 
the process, created a highly skilled and crafted performance of himself: 
I was always trying, unconsciously, to get those two things together. How could I do acting 
and writing, or performing and writing. I remember hugging myself after doing Sex and 
Death and just thinking ‘Oh my God, I have just found the form for myself that I didn’t 
know I was looking for’. (Gray in Schechner, 2002, p. 163) 
The sense of discovery and agency experienced by Gray was also shared by the 
Australian solo performer, William Yang. However, it was Gray’s performance of 
Swimming to Cambodia at the Adelaide Festival in 1986 that was the motivation for 
Yang to begin creating his own solo shows, as he explained to me: 
I mean I’m not like Spalding but he did show me a whole lot of interesting things. It’s like 
he gave me permission to do my own thing rather than imitate him. I don’t think I’ve seen 
anything since then where it has had such a direct influence on me. (W. Yang, interview, 13 
October 2011). 
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Figure 7. William Yang in Sadness (1993). Photo: Heidrun Lohr 
In her introduction to Extreme Exposure—Anthology of Solo Performance Texts from 
the Twentieth Century, Jo Bonney reflects on her experience of this form: ‘What was 
the genesis of the solo form I was witnessing? Was it a new art form—a product of the 
expansive social climate of the sixties and seventies?’ (2000, p. xii). Bonney concludes 
that Gray’s work was part of an evolving genre in the US, dating back to the early 
1900s, and was preceded by the likes of solo performers such as Ruth Draper, Jackie 
‘Moms’ Mabley, Lord Buckley and Lenny Bruce, all of whom drew heavily on 
autobiographical material. 
 
Figure 8. Jacki ‘Moms’ Mabley on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour (1968). Photo: CBS 
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Figure 9. Lenny Bruce at Carnegie Hall, New York (4 February 1961) 
In creating her genealogy of solo performers, Bonney (2000) lists 43 
practitioners, which leads her to claim that the hundred years from the nineteenth to the 
twentieth century ‘for better or worse’ was ‘the century of the self—a hundred years of 
shifting from the nineteenth century emphasis on the community to the late twentieth 
century elevation and examination of the individual’ (p. xiv). She argues that: 
solo performance, in its naked presentation of a single person(a), is very much a product and 
reflection of a century that has given rise to the hedonism of the twenties, the radical 
individualism of the sixties and the so called ‘me decade’ of the eighties. The nineties 
finally made room for the previously marginalised, diverse voices of this society, and the 
solo form has tracked these developments. (p. xiv) 
The individualist emphasis noted by Bonney is also noted in an earlier essay by Peggy 
Phelan, who identifies the form’s potential to deconstruct ideas of the self. For Phelan: 
Performance Art’s most radical and innovative work often involved a thrillingly difficult 
investigation of autobiography. By rejuvenating the possible ways of presenting and 
representing the self, Performance Art has changed the notion of theatrical presence and 
widened the methods by which the self can be narrated, parodied, held in contempt and /or 
made to be the source of revelatory vision and thought. (1988, p. 28) 
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Similarly, John Brockway Schmor in his analysis of the work of solo performers such 
as Holly Hughes, Rachel Rosenthal, Karen Finley and Tim Miller—as well as Gray—
argues that these performers often use ‘intimately autobiographical text, chance 
improvisation and ritual to deconstruct traditional notions of identity and social reality’ 
(1994, p. 159). He observes that these performers were not only ‘inverting’ traditional 
theatrical forms through directly addressing the audience but also ‘deconstructing’ and 
challenging deeply held notions of social reality, identity and the ‘self’, through 
‘celebrating difference’ and purposely confusing ‘conventional distinctions between 
dramatic fiction and theatrical event, between character and actor, but especially 
between true “self” and identity’ (p. 159). This type of performance, Schmor argues, 
‘emphasises almost exclusively the actual unmediated event in an inversion of 
traditional illusionist theatre’ (p. 159). 
 
Figure 10. Holly Hughes in Clit Notes (1996). Photo: John Lovett 
Schmor (1994) also notes that the development of this genre runs parallel to the rising 
popularity in the US of TV shows ‘exploiting celebrity confession’, such as Oprah 
Winfrey and Phil Donahue, and embracing the concept of ‘performing’ one’s life (as 
exemplified more recently by the long-running reality show Keeping Up with The 
Kardashians, 2007–17): 
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Confessional performance finds affinity with a contemporary culture of narcissism and the 
postmodern in imitating the spectator who projects him or herself in life as a performer. The 
event of Spalding Gray talking to his audience includes a sense that he is describing his own 
experience as audience to himself. His audience is swept up in the flow of his multiple 
perspectives or ‘reportage’ of self. (p. 168) 
The theatrical metaphor of human beings playing roles on the stage of the world 
has been in existence since the Renaissance, popularised by Shakespeare in As You Like 
It: ‘All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players; they have their 
exits and their entrances, and one man in his time plays many parts’ (Act II, Scene VII). 
However, the idea that, as human beings, we are ‘performing’ our lives was given 
sustained analytical treatment before the postmodern theorists of the 1980s, by Erving 
Goffman in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life: 
The general notion that we make a presentation of ourselves to others is hardly novel; what 
ought to be stressed is that the very structure of the self can be seen in terms of how we 
arrange for such performances in our Anglo–American society. In this report, he is viewed 
as a performer, a harried fabricator of impressions involved in the all-to-human task of 
staging a performance. (1959, p. 251) 
Even though Goffman acknowledges the limitations of his analogy that ‘all the world’s 
a stage’, it nevertheless does express the notion that we consciously or unconsciously 
‘perform’ our lives, with the underlying awareness that our performances are constantly 
being designed and adjusted for, as well as being witnessed and judged by, others (our 
‘audience’). The performer–audience relationship, as I discuss below, has particular 
force in solo autobiographical performances where the performed ‘self’ or persona is 
foregrounded. Although it is outside the scope of this thesis, with the advent of the 
internet, social media and Facebook, this awareness of how we present/market ourselves 
through our ‘reportage’ of our self/selves, and in turn how we become spectators of 
these activities, has now reached global proportions. 
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Authenticity and Theatricality 
The question that many of the theorists pose in relation to solo autobiographical 
performance is whether the performers of these shows are revealing their real self/selves 
or constructing and presenting a version of themselves/selves to their audience. Like 
Schmor, Deborah Geis positions Gray’s work within the context of postmodernism: 
The ongoing paradox of Gray’s decision to perform himself and to present his texts as 
autobiographical then, is that the traditionally maintained separations between the fictional 
and the non-fictional are continuously being challenged in characteristic postmodern 
fashion. (1993, p. 157). 
David Savran observes, echoing Goffman’s terms, that ‘the character Spalding and the 
performer Gray both appear before us, not to reinforce a distinction between the 
“theatrical” and the “real” but to demonstrate the former is necessarily inscribed in the 
latter’ (1986, p. 64). Gray himself questions his own ability to distinguish between his 
onstage and offstage behaviour: 
Could I stop acting and what was it I actually did when I acted? Was I, in fact, acting all the 
time, and was my acting in the theatre the surface showing of that? Was my theatre acting a 
confession of the constant state of feeling my life as an act? What was the reality of myself 
on the other side of that ‘act’? (Gray in Freeman, 2007, p. 99) 
In a thoughtful consideration of Gray’s work, first published in Performing Arts Journal 
in 1979, Bonnie Marranca acknowledges it was an ‘exploration of the increasingly 
imperceptible line between performing and not performing’; she sees ‘two sides of 
Gray—the performer devising a narrative self (role), the other unmasking that self’ 
(1996, p. 104). Freeman, too, recognises that Gray’s ‘work is about the space between a 
knowingly constructed performance self and a “realtime self” which, Goffman 
notwithstanding, is poetically made’ (2007, p. 100). In the process of constructing his 
shows, Gray would ‘listen to a tape of what I said and wonder how I can make it a little 
more dramatic and funny by juxtaposing a little hyperbole here and play with it a little 
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bit here’ (Schechner, 2002, p. 163). Gray’s performances were created in such a way 
that an audience could easily assume that the work was a true reflection of his everyday 
life. Similarly, Laurie Anderson, another well-known US solo autobiographical 
performer who emerged in the 1980s, describes her art as ‘a mixture of the most 
mundane things with a fabulous twist on them’ (Smith & Watson, 2002, p. 391). 
Anderson’s work is discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 
What Freeman is alluding to is the potential erosion of the unspoken ‘pact’ 
between performers and spectators, which lies at the heart of autobiographical 
performance. Sherrill Grace and Gerry Wasserman state: 
When we sign on to this pact we expect to be told the truth about someone’s life, we believe 
that the people we encounter are real, that they live outside the text and go to the bank and 
grocery store as we do and we bring this expectation to autobiography, despite our 
realisation that we are engaged with art not life. (2006, p. 13) 
The debate as to the authenticity and ‘realness’ of autobiography and whether it is seen 
as fiction or non-fiction has been vigorously argued across the disciplines of 
performance studies, literature and literary criticism. The debate raises questions not 
only about creative licence but also the inner processes of memory. David McCooey 
quotes James Bruner from The Autobiographical Process: 
Perceiving and remembering are themselves constructions and reconstructions. What is laid 
down in memory is not some aboriginal encounter with the ‘real world’ but is already 
highly schematised. (1996, p. 8) 
Neuroscience suggests our memories are constructed and subjective, influenced by the 
current state of mind of the person who is engaged in the process of remembering. John 
Paul Eakin in How Our Lives Become Stories, drawing on the research of neuroscientist 
Israel Rosenfield, reminds us that ‘all memories are self-referential’ (1996, p. 20). He 
goes on to say that ‘every recollection refers not only to the remembered event or 
person but also to the person who is remembering’ and that: 
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we are all becoming different persons all the time, we are not what we were: self and 
memory are emergent, in process, constantly evolving, and both are grounded in the body. 
Responding to the flux of self-experience, we instinctively gravitate to identity supporting 
structures: the notion of identity as continuous over time, and the use of autobiographical 
structures to record its history. (p. 20) 
 One of our most fundamental ‘identity supporting structures’ is the stories we 
tell ourselves and each other. McCooey argues that ‘in making sense of the world, 
through the changing perspectives of the present, we are always telling ourselves 
stories. This has obvious relevance to the idea of subjectivity (or selfhood, or 
individuality)’ (1996, p. 11). As individuals, we live our lives in the same way, 
‘attempting to integrate events in a narrative structure, relating parts to the whole, and 
admitting change in the narrative in the face of the changing horizon of the future. This 
struggle for integration is what I term the narrative life’ (p. 11). 
Eakin goes as far as asserting that ‘the writing [and performing] of 
autobiography is properly understood as an integral part of a life-long process of 
identity formation in which acts of self-narration play a major part’ (1999, p. 101). 
McCooey also claims that ‘the purpose of autobiographical consciousness is to make 
connections of the disparate towards the unified. In such a scheme, subjectivity 
becomes a process: the subject becomes a unifying entity’ (1996, p. 12). This perception 
of subjectivity and the self as a ‘process’, rather than something fixed, aligns with the 
observations of more recent performance studies theorists in relation to 
autobiographical performance. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson state that ‘the 
autobiographical is not a transparent practice’ (2002, p. 8) and they provide a 
comprehensive definition of what they term ‘autobiographical narration’, succinctly 
capturing its multifaceted aspects and complex layers: 
Autobiographical narration offers occasions for negotiating the past, reflecting on identity 
and critiquing cultural norms and narratives. The life narrator selectively engages aspects of 
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her lived experience through modes of personal storytelling—narratively, imagistically, in 
performance. That is, situated in a specific time and space, the autobiographical subject is in 
dialogue with her own processes and archives of memory. (2002, p. 9) 
Smith and Watson also reflect on autobiographical narration’s performative nature and 
the presentation of a self /selves ‘in process’: 
Autobiographical story telling is performative: it enacts the self that it claims has given rise 
to an ‘I’. And that ‘I’ is neither unified nor stable—it is fragmented, provisional, multiple, in 
process. (p. 9) 
Perhaps one of the most skilled exponents of the solo autobiographical genre 
whose work manifests this ‘fragmented, multiple’ identity is Laurie Anderson. 
 
Figure 11. Laurie Anderson in Home of the Brave (1986). Photo: Cinecom Pictures 
Julia Prinz describes Anderson’s performance as ‘decentred, fragmented, multiple, 
deconstructed’ (2002, p. 387). Anderson, who is both an accomplished musician and 
performer, consciously experiments with using different voices. Prinz goes on to say 
that: 
Stories from the Nerve Bible thus presents a deconstructed self, a self-refracted through 
various technologies, media, voices, dreams and stories. This is autobiographical writing, 
but it is autobiographical art for a radically new ‘self’. The self in her work is constantly 
changing, mutating, crossing generic and gender borders. (p. 402) 
Smith and Watson’s other point is that the telling of an autobiographical story is 
‘performative’ and autobiographical performance is distinguished from written 
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biography by the presence, in performance, of the actual subject as well as the spectator. 
Catherine McLean-Hopkins adds to this argument by saying: 
The live presence of their body complicates the representation of a remembered yet 
multiple, fragmentary and passing self, which creates a complex, discursive dynamic 
between the performer, the performed and the spectators […] The potential for the body 
and narrative to represent different versions of subjectivity offers the spectator a complex 
interpretative role. (McLean-Hopkins in Wallace, 2006, p. 186). 
The Performer–Audience Relationship 
McLean-Hopkins alludes to the distinctly different role of the spectator or 
audience while witnessing solo autobiographical performance, which differs from more 
conventional theatre, as the audience–performer relationship is more direct and less 
mediated. The performer is in open dialogue with their audience. Linda Park-Fuller 
speaks from the experience and perspective of both the theorist and the practitioner, 
having written and performed her own solo autobiographical show: 
This relatively unmediated aspect gives performative autobiography part of its dramatic 
impact, its power, its edge. For without mediation, the performer and the audience members 
are drawn face to face, placing them both at risk. To speak publicly on stage, of private 
experience, or to view someone’s personal transgressive story, and not the fictional story of 
a playwright or even a ‘character’, is to rupture traditional theatrical and rhetorical 
conventions—causing fractures in categories of real and fictional, public and private, 
authorised and subversive. (2000, p. 31) 
Park-Fuller argues that the ‘relatively unmediated nature’ of solo autobiographical 
performance can give performances added social or political force. It is not unsurprising 
that, as her article acknowledges, solo performance has become the preferred genre for 
the voice of the marginalised and those with a ‘transgressive story’ to testify to. 
Examples she gives of stories of this kind are Tami Spry’s Performing Womanly Rape 
(1998), a story of sexual assault; E. Patrick Johnson’s Strange Fruit (1999), a story of 
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mistreatment at the hands of homophobes; and her own show A Clean Breast of It 
(1993) about surviving cancer. Park-Fuller also makes the distinction that ‘the term  
“testimony” serves as a tool for uncovering hidden truths-a characteristic often shared 
by the autobiographical narrative’ and ‘should not be confused with “confession” 
’(2000, p.22). 
 
Figure 12. E. Patrick Johnson in Sweet Tea (2010). Photo: Michael Brosilow 
The purpose of these shows is not just to entertain but also to draw attention to a 
particular personal, social or political challenge faced by performers in their real lives, 
to which the audience is being asked to ‘bear witness’ as they choose to hear the stories 
told live by the performers themselves: 
For various reasons, audiences today seem to want to hear people’s stories from their own 
mouths. Perhaps due to our mobile society—where we find ourselves cut off from close 
relationships with relatives and neighbours, we are hungry to know what other people think, 
how they cope, how they survive. We need to ‘bear witness’ to their confrontations of trials 
and losses, in order to cope with our own. (Park-Fuller, 2000, p. 21). 
In her comprehensive study Autobiography and Performance, Deidre Heddon 
discusses the relationship between marginalised subjects and autobiographical 
performance, stating that its appeal is that it ‘can engage with the pressing matters of the 
present which relate to equality, justice, to citizenship, to human rights’ (2008, p. 2). 
She quotes Tim Miller’s show Glory Box (1999) about the discrimination against his  
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partner from the US immigration authorities as an example of a story of inequality and 
injustice, which had specific relevance to the struggles of the LGBTQI community. 
 
Figure 13. Tim Miller in Glory Box (1999) 
She goes on to say ‘I want (and need) to believe that performance can be a 
transformational act, contributing to a network of political activity’ (p. 3). Performer 
and academic, Tami Spry also acknowledges that the genre offers the opportunity for 
agency, transformation and: 
a site of narrative authority, offering me the power to reclaim and rename my voice and 
body privately and in rehearsal, and then publicly in performance. The process enables me 
to speak the personally political in public, which has been liberating and excruciating, but 
always in some way enabling. (2001, p. 169) 
All performance is created with an audience in mind and the sharing of the story can 
simultaneously provide an experience that is enabling and ‘liberating’ for the audience. 
For performer Lisa Kron, ‘the goal of autobiographical work should not be to tell stories 
about yourself, but to use the details of your own life to illuminate and explore 
something more universal’ (Kron in Heddon, 2008, p. 5). Solo autobiographical 
performers may come from a diverse range of backgrounds, identities and have different 
motivations to tell their stories but, as I discuss in Chapter Three, there are similarities 
in their creative methods and performance styles. 
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Figure 14. Lisa Kron in Well (2004). Photo: Michal Daniel 
Craig Gingrich Phillbrook says ‘the story knows that when other people talk 
about it, they tell their own stories’ (1998, p. 298), implying that as an audience listens 
to the performer’s story, they are simultaneously triggering their own memories and 
stories of similar experiences, which are later shared with each other and within their 
own families and communities. Park-Fuller attributes the high level of audience 
engagement to the ‘directness’ and ‘the emotional power and efficacy of performative 
autobiography (p. 31): 
The standing ovations that often follow an effective performance of autobiography result as 
much, I think, from audience members’ emotional appreciation of the performers perceived 
honesty, directness, courage in breaking silences, taboos and conventions as for their artistic 
skills. (p. 31) 
She goes on to make the connection between the audience’s high level of emotional 
engagement and the potential of this genre to effect positive attitudinal change: 
Furthermore, since changes in behaviour require, first, a change in attitude, and changes in 
attitude require an emotional involvement in an issue, then this kind of artistic declaration, 
with its capacity to move audiences has great potential to effect social change. (p. 31) 
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The psychologist Katherine Nelson sees storytelling as a core set of skills and 
roles developed in childhood within families and communities and the very act of 
sharing memories as ‘a fundamental prime social activity learnt in childhood’: 
To report on one’s memories is not so much a matter of consulting mental images as it is 
engaging in a sanctioned form of telling […] the child who has learned through ‘memory 
talk’ to speak as subject and object, author and critic, character and narrator is a budding 
autobiographer. (in Eakin, 1999, p. 116) 
This highlights a phenomenon whereby participation in this activity taps into a 
fundamental need within all of us as human beings to share our life stories within our 
family and community. As audience members, we take pleasure in witnessing and 
allowing ourselves to be affected by stories, as well as reflecting on our own lives, 
stories and our ‘selves’. Spalding Gray argues that ‘there is nothing larger than the 
personal when it is communicated well. The very act of communication takes it into a 
‘larger vein’ and brings it back to the community’ (Gray in Savran, 1988, p. 64). 
In an interview with Deidre Heddon, the UK performer Bobby Baker observes 
that audiences who attended her solo show, Box Story (2001), came away from it not 
talking so much about her life but talking about similar experiences from their own 
lives. Baker reports that people left her show and spent a long time on the pavement 
afterwards ‘telling each other stories’. People find such story telling necessary, she 
claims, ‘in order to make sense of the world’ (Baker in Wallace, 2006, p. 183). 
Sherrill Grace also acknowledges the broader impact and influence of personal 
stories and claims that ‘autobiographical plays are profoundly philosophical’ (p. 15): 
They probe and weigh what it means to claim a personal and national identity—to use the 
first person pronoun and assert ‘I’—to make ethical choices that affect, or have affected, 
the actual lives of other real people and they challenge the social construction of identity 
by staging processes of identity formation that invite audiences to see themselves and 
others as able to create identity and to reassert personal identity. (2006, p. 15) 
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UK Practitioners 
Much of the critical writing in performance studies on solo autobiographical 
performance focuses on US practitioners of this genre. In an interview with John 
Gentile, Tim Miller sees ‘solo performance as a crucial kind of American form and it 
taps into all the public speaking, preaching and the Southern storytelling traditions […] 
we’re a story-obsessed, life-narrative culture’ (2003, p. 280). However, the passion for 
solo autobiographical storytelling is not restricted to the US; there are now numerous 
established practitioners in the UK and elsewhere. Among the most well known in the 
UK and internationally, are Daniel Kitson and Shon Dale-Jones (aka Hugh Hughes), 
both of whom I have seen perform in Sydney (see Appendix A for observations of their 
work) and who come from a background in stand-up and theatre respectively. Other UK 
performance artists who have performed solo autobiographical shows are Tim Etchells, 
Wendy Houston, Nigel Charnock, Bobby Baker and Mike Pearson - all of whom come 
from a background in contemporary performance. 2 
 
   
Figure 15. Daniel Kitson in 22a Church Rd—A Lament Made of Memories and Kept in Suitcases 
(2008). 
                                                        
2 An in-depth analysis of the work of these UK practitioners is beyond the scope of this thesis. For 
further reading, see Misri Dey’s thesis Devising Solo Performance: A Practitioner’s Enquiry (2015) 
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Daniel Kitson initially made his name on the comedy circuit, and in 2002 won 
the coveted Perrier Comedy award at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe. Since then he has 
divided his time between stand-up and performing numerous solo autobiographical 
shows such as Lover, Thinker, Artist, Prophet (2003), It’s Always Right Now, until it’s 
Later (2004) and 22a Church Rd—A Lament Made of Memories and Kept in Suitcases 
(2008). A fiercely independent performing artist who shuns interviews and publicity, 
and who manages himself, Kitson has developed something of a cult following for his 
intelligent, perceptive and sometimes acerbic observations of his own life and those of 
people he encounters. Reviewer Brian Logan describes that the effect of Kitson’s 
‘digressive ruminations on life, love, memory and the imagination’ is ‘to lure us deeper 
into the head of this singular, intensely thoughtful performer […] Kitson’s 
unsentimental honesty feels like a gift and is oddly inspiring. And it’s funny too’ (2013, 
p. 1). 
 
Figure 16. Shon Dale-Jones in Hugh Hughes in 360… (2009). Photo: Hoi Polloi 
Shon Dale-Jones, a graduate of Ecole Jacques Lecoq and director of his own theatre 
company, Hoi Polloi, has chosen to explicitly channel his autobiographical stories 
through the medium of an alter ego, a fictitious Welsh ‘emerging artist’ called Hugh 
Hughes. Hugh’s work always starts with elements of Dale-Jones’ own life experience, 
melded with flights of fantasy to create stories that have been described as  
‘mesmerisingly strange’ (Costa, 2007, p.1). In a 2009 interview with Susan Mansfield, 
Dale-Jones talks about his alter ego: 
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We laugh about it because Hugh gets away with saying really big things. He can talk about 
Wittgenstein, it’s just ridiculous. In real life, you’d be a pretentious idiot saying these 
things, and somehow he gets away with it because he’s properly fascinated and curious. It’s 
been a big pleasure to find him. People take the piss out of Lecoq because they say it’s all 
about play. Hugh Hughes has enabled me to find myself in a situation with an audience 
where I can be very playful. (Mansfield, 2009). 
Dale-Jones acknowledges that taking on the alter ego of Hugh Hughes allows him the 
freedom to be playful as well as addressing more serious matters. His most recent show, 
The Duke (2016), is a show about poverty, social responsibility and the refugee crisis, 
created to raise money for the Save the Children Child Refugee Crisis appeal. 
 
Figure 17. Mike Pearson in The Lesson of Anatomy (2014). Photo: Russell Basford 
In contrast to the more traditional performer-audience relationship, Mike 
Pearson’s site specific solo show Bubbling Tom (2000) was performed as a guided tour 
of ten locations in the Lincolnshire town, Hibaldstow, where he spent his childhood. His 
aim was to: 
devise a way of writing springing directly from a way of telling that is intimate and self-
reflective, that can mix useful information—about vernacular detail, people, events—with 
the pleasure of performing, that can include anecdotes, secrets and lies. (2006, p. 25) 
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His audience consisted mainly of residents and his intention was to ‘lure’ the spectators 
into contributing to the telling of the stories. Heddon, who attended the performance, 
observes that: 
Bubbling Tom unwittingly became a model for participatory performance where the content 
or ‘script’ of the piece was largely dictated by the spectators. Spectators in fact became 
equal participants in the performance event as Pearson’s monologue became a dialogue, full 
of interruptions, counter memories, gaps, overlaps, debates, arguments… (Heddon in 
Wallace, 2006, p. 179) 
Heddon continues to examine another site-specific solo performance with her analysis 
of Bobby Baker’s show Kitchen Show (1993), which was set at home in her own 
kitchen: 
The fact that Baker performs in her actual kitchen, the real site of her frustration, surely 
adds to the effect since its brings into sharp relief that this is not some stage set or fictional  
life; this is the everyday, filled with mundane tasks and creative acts of coping. (This is not 
to deny that effect is rhetorical, because although Baker is a housewife and mother, she is also a 
successful international touring artist. Even in this ‘non-set’ she is strategically, tactfully and 
skilfully playing her ‘self’) (Heddon, 2008, p. 120).  
 
Figure 18. Bobby Baker in Kitchen Show (1993). Photo: Katherine Rose 
When we read Heddon’s acknowledgement of Baker’s considerable skills as an 
experienced international touring artist (written in 2008) and compare it to the statement 
Spalding Gray made in 1978 as quoted earlier (‘Oh my God, I have just found the form  
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for myself that I didn’t know I was looking for’), we can recognise the extensive 
evolution and development of this genre over the past 30 years, not only from a critical 
perspective, but also from the extensive experience and sophisticated performance 
practices of numerous established solo performers throughout the world. 
The Emergence of the Practice in Australia 
In December 1955, as part of a Christmas revue in Melbourne, a young Barry 
Humphries gave his most well-known alter ego, Edna Everidge, her debut performance. 
 
Figure 19. Barry Humphries as Edna Everidge (1955). Photo: Barry Humphries Collection 
Humphries’ biographer, Anne Pender describes Edna’s entry: 
‘Excuse I’, said Edna timidly as she entered. Although Humphries used phrases he’d heard 
his mother’s helpers use, as well as those copied from the matrons of the CWA [Country 
Women’s Association], Edna was a composite portrait of various women whose 
mannerisms had imprinted themselves on his brain. With his new character, Barry seemed 
to summon a whole new world to the stage, and create a comedy of ordinariness that had 
never been presented before. Barry had borrowed a yellow felt hat belonging to his mother, 
one she had intended to wear to the races. The tall spindly-legged Humphries spoke to 
audiences in their own vernacular about their own homes. It was an important moment of 
Australian theatre but the audience was slightly stunned. (2010, p. 50–1) 
At this time, theatre in Australia was dominated by companies performing English plays 
by actors speaking in English accents. Humphries’ solo performance, drawn from his 
own lived experience, marked the beginning of the emergence of Australian performers 
determined to tell our own stories. Humphries left Australia for the UK in 1959 and for 
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the next forty years, performed his distinctively Australian ‘comedy of ordinariness’ 
throughout the world via the persona of Edna Everidge and his other Australian 
characters (Les Paterson and Sandy Stone). Forty years later, in 2018, he performed his 
own solo autobiographical show The Man behind the Mask, as himself, in which he 
shared stories of his own childhood growing up in Melbourne, his difficult relationship 
with his mother (whom he admitted Edna was partly based on) as well as including the 
above story of the moment when Edna was born. 
In the 1960s, while in New York, another theatre practitioner from Melbourne, 
Betty Burstall, had been exposed to experimental theatre performances by groups such 
as Joseph Chaikin’s Open Theatre and Richard’s Schechner’s Performance Group, 
which often performed in small, intimate venues. On returning to Melbourne, in 1967, 
she opened a small theatre that she called La Mama, modelled after the similarly named 
New York venue La MaMa Experimental Theatre and focusing on producing new 
experimental Australian theatre. 
The Australian Performing Group (APG) grew out of La Mama and established 
their own theatre called The Pram Factory. Their work was centred on the idea of the  
autonomy of the performer. One of the performers, Tim Robertson, later described their 
process, which included improvisation and workshopping:  
for the APG, a director might stimulate, the writer might feed lines, but it was the 
performer, the worker who was in control. Plays were being replaced by a constructed 
group experience. (2001, p. 11) 
In the 1970s, The Mill Community Theatre began producing new work about and with 
local members of the Geelong community, based on local histories and the lived 
experiences of residents (Rogers 2014). 
Whilst in Sydney, The Performance Space (established in 1983 by Mike Mullins), 
attracted and supported groups such as The Sydney Front, Open City, Entr’acte and 
Sidetrack Performance Group, who were creating new contemporary performance work, 
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drawing on inspiration and ideas from their own imaginations and lived experiences. 
They were also developing their devising and dramaturgical skills in the process of 
creating their own work, both with a group and on their own. In 1988, Keith Gallasch 
and Virginia Baxter, from Open City, performed an autobiographical show, titled 
Photoplay, based on Gallasch’s life and family history. One of my interviewees, Paul 
Dwyer, who was later to create and perform his own solo autobiographical show titled 
Bougainville Photoplay Project (2008), reflects on Gallasch’s performance and how it 
influenced his own work: 
It was just a mesmerising performance and the thing I remember about it, it started with him 
saying that his parents had died some time ago and it fell to him to clean out things in the house and 
among the things was a suitcase of old photos. He commissioned a friend who was a photographer to 
do some photos of him. I was very struck by the way Keith placed himself in that piece and the way  
William Yang places himself in his pieces. (P. Dwyer, interview, 25 August, 2001) 
 
   
Figure 20. Keith Gallasch and Virginia Baxter in Photoplay (1988). Photo: Sharon Hickey. 
Dwyer also acknowledges the work of William Yang, who performed his first 
solo autobiographical show The Face of Buddha, at Belvoir St Theatre in 1989. Since 
then, Yang has created 11 solo autobiographical shows, which he has toured nationally 
and internationally, including Sadness (1993), Shadows (2002), China (2008), My 
Generation (2010) and I Am a Camera (2012). As mentioned earlier in this chapter, 
Yang acknowledges the strong inspiration and influence of Spalding Gray on his own 
work. 
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In 1989, Margaret Cameron performed her own solo show Things Calypso wanted 
to Say!, directed by Jenny Kemp, based on Margaret’s own lived experience. Critic 
Angela Bennie’s description of her performance echoes themes identified by Julia Prinz 
(quoted earlier) when she describes Laurie Anderson’s performance as ‘decentred, 
fragmented, multiple, deconstructed’ (p. 94): Cameron’s raw material is herself but 
instead of constructing the work as a kind of narrative stream of consciousness—that is 
as a subject speaking—in Calypso, the self, ‘Margaret’ emerges as a fractured 
experience of roles and characters, as images, rhythms, and voices, moods and 
emotions, fluctuating within different contexts and time. Sometimes it is pure subject 
speaking, sometimes it is a self as object; and sometimes it is self observing itself as 
object. (1999, p. 94) 
By the mid-1990s, contemporary performance practice in Australia was firmly 
established and performers had developed the confidence and skills to not only work as 
part of an ensemble but also forge their own careers as solo performers. As part of the 
trend that emerged in the US, identified above, the genre of solo autobiographical 
performance was also chosen by performers from minority communities to tell their 
stories. Yang spoke about his first show The Face of Buddha (1989): 
The story of my family was the one that people associated with me as being right for me. I 
had been bought up as an Australian–Chinese. As an Australian really. It was all about a  
process of me finding my own identity. In a larger sense, that’s an important thread in all 
my work. In fact, this was what it was all about—about being marginalised. I don’t think 
there was anything about being gay in this first piece. (W. Yang, interview, 13 August 
2011) 
In the 1990s, a number of Indigenous Australian performers turned to the genre 
of solo autobiographical performance to tell their own stories and ‘map their own 
cultural identity’ (Grehan, 2001, p. 19). Among these were Ningali Lawford’s Ningali 
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(1994), Deborah Mailman’s 7 Stages of Grieving (1995), Leah Purcell’s Box the Pony 
(1997), Tammy Anderson’s I Don’t Want to Play House (2001), Noel Tovey’s Little  
Black Bastard (2003) and David Gulpilil’s Gulpilil (2004). The following observation 
by Grehan about Ningali could well apply to all these shows by indigenous performers: 
Ningali is a work which is incredibly important both in terms of its contribution to future 
directions in Australian performance and in terms of its attempted explication and 
ambiguities involved in contemporary Aboriginality. (2001, p. 95). 
The director of David Gulpilil’s solo show, first performed at the Adelaide Festival 
(2004), was Neil Armfield. At the time, Armfield was also the director of Belvoir St 
Theatre and in 2004, as part the theatre’s mainstage season, he presented Life Times 
Three, which consisted of solo autobiographical shows by three indigenous male 
performers, David Gulpili, Noel Tovey and David Page. David Page’s show Page 8, 
was presented at Belvoir St Theatre again in 2009, when I saw it and then invited him to 
be interviewed as part of this research project (see Appendix B for interview).  
Over the last 25 years, a greater level of acceptance of cultural, social and sexual 
difference has emerged in multicultural Australia. Also, we are now living in a time 
where there is a greater openness, transparency and exposure to our personal lives, 
through television, radio, the internet and social media. Shows such as One on One 
(ABC TV), Conversations with Richard Fidler (ABC Radio), Australian Story (ABC 
TV) and Insight (SBS TV), bring us weekly in-depth stories and details of Australians’ 
personal and professional lives. Many of us have an online presence in the form of 
Facebook, Instagram or our own websites and a Google search will usually unearth 
information about each other. 
These factors, in turn, have led to more openness to hearing and accepting the 
uniqueness of each other’s stories. We are now seeing solo performances from former 
asylum seekers and refugees, such a Towfiq Al–Qady’s Nothing but Nothing: One 
Refugee’s Story (2005) and Anh Do’s The Happiest Refugee (2012). 
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Figure 21. Tammy Anderson in I Don’t Want to Play House (2001). Photo: Jeff Busby 
The nine Australian practitioners of solo autobiographical performance that I 
interviewed (2009–11) come from a broad range of social and cultural backgrounds 
(Anglo–Australian, European–Australian, Jewish–Australian, Chinese–Australian, 
Maltese–Australian, Malaysian–Australian and Indigenous Australian). These 
performers were able to draw on a rich history and practice of contemporary 
performance in Australia. William Yang had been part of Rex Cramphorn’s 
Performance Syndicate; Paul Dwyer had worked with The Performance Group Version 
1.0 (along with his director, David Williams); Meme Thorne and her director, Jai 
McHenry, were members of Sidetrack performance group; and Deborah Leiser-Moore 
used to work with the physical theatre company, Entr’acte. Tim Stitz was a member of  
the storytelling company Melbourne Playback Theatre and his solo show was developed 
at La Mama Theatre. Paul Capsis and his director Julian Meyrick began their working 
relationship in a company that Meyrick established in the 1980s, and David Page was a 
composer with Bangarra Dance Company. 
It is also important to acknowledge the role of arts festivals, fringe festivals, 
comedy festivals and venues and arts funding bodies in fostering and developing new 
solo performance work. Although William Zappa is an established mainstream theatre 
actor, the first performance of his solo show was at the 2004 Adelaide Fringe Festival. 
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Michael Workman honed his craft on the stand-up comedy circuit and in my interview 
with him, he acknowledged the influence of Daniel Kitson, the UK performer who has 
also made the transition from stand-up to solo autobiographical performance. 
As a performance genre, solo autobiographical performance is now well established in 
Australia with performers coming from different performance backgrounds including 
contemporary performance, stand-up comedy, music and mainstream theatre. In 
addition to the nine performers I interviewed as part of this research, other Australian 
performers who have written and performed solo autobiographical shows include Henry 
Szeps (2003, 2010), Graeme Bond (2012), Jack Charles (2011), Lally Katz (2013) and 
Jimmy Barnes (2016). There is now much more mainstream exposure to the genre with 
the increase of international solo performers who have toured Australia with their solo 
autobiographical shows, such as Mike Daisey (2010), Laurie Anderson (2011), Stephen 
Fry (2010), Carrie Fisher (2010), Daniel Kitson (2011), Shon Dale-Jones (2010), Mike 
Biribiglia (2011), Betty Bourne (2010), Miriam Margoyles (2011) and Robert Lepage 
(2016).  
 
Figure 22. Lally Katz in Stories I Want to Tell You in Person (2013). Photo: Heidrun Lohr 
Solo autobiographical shows are now being performed as part of established theatre 
company seasons throughout the country. William Yang, David Page and Paul Dwyer 
have all performed upstairs at Belvoir St Theatre; Paul Capsis at Griffin Theatre; 
William Zappa and Henry Szeps (Wish I’d Said That, 2010) at The Ensemble; Mike 
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Biribiglia’s My Girlfriend’s Boyfriend (2011) at The Seymour Centre; Graeme Bond’s 
My Imaginary Family (2012) at The Riverside Theatre; Lally Katz’s Stories I Want to 
Tell You (2013) at Malthouse Theatre; Miriam Margolyes’s The Importance of Being 
Miriam (2015) at the Dunstan Playhouse; Jimmy Barnes’s Working Class Boy (2016); 
and Jack Gow’s Just a Small Town Boy (2017) at the Enmore Theatre. The Factory, a 
comedy and music venue in Sydney, has scheduled solo autobiographical shows by 
performers such as Daniel Kitson and Michael Workman. 
According to Workman, Australian comedy audiences are more open to 
witnessing a solo autobiographical show than are those in the UK. He spoke of his 
experience of performing his show The Ogre at the Edinburgh Festival in 2009, where 
the audience found it difficult to witness the darker aspects of his story about his 
relationship with his alcoholic father and his time spent in a psychiatric hospital: 
It was a very difficult experience there. I’d come from Melbourne, Sydney and Perth where 
my shows were doing very well and people automatically understood that there was genre  
blending going on and didn’t have to have that explained. I think there is a strong tradition 
of stand-up in the UK where they believe that this is the only way it should be done and 
they are very resistant to any kind of blending. (M. Workman, interview, 26 November 
2011) 
Workman raises the question of whether audiences in Australia are possibly more open 
in terms of their taste for eclectic styles of performance and what he calls ‘genre 
blending’.  
Recent Developments 
Spalding Gray states that he ‘was always trying unconsciously to get those two things 
together (writing and performing)’ (Gray in Schechner, 2002, p. 163). He acknowledges 
that it was an ‘unconscious’ process, whereas current practitioners of solo 
autobiographical performance can now consciously draw on a significant body of work 
(live and on video) as well as having access to the performers’ creative processes via 
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workshops, interviews and publications. In Body, Paper, Stage Tami Spry outlines the 
purpose of the book ‘is to present a method for an engaged critical and embodied 
pedagogy, in other words, learning from and in performative ethnography’ (2011, p. 
27). In an earlier journal article, she describes ‘autoethnographic performance’ as the 
‘convergence of the “autobiographic impulse” and “ethnographic moment” represented 
through movement and critical self-reflexive discourse in performance’ (2001, p.706). 
 
Figure 23. Tami Spry in Call It Swing: A Jazz Blues Autoethnography (2010). 
Spry emphasises the importance of the performer understanding the purpose behind 
their work and the interdependent relationship of the body, paper and stage in the 
creative process: 
Performative Autoethnography depends upon the deep communication between body, paper 
and stage to realise its critical potential in engaging audiences to generate meaning in their 
own lives. This is why we do performative autoethnography. (p. 162) 
In his introduction to Spry’s book, Norman K. Denzin states that her work: 
performs its own narrative reflexivity. She shows us how to move from the body —our 
lived performances—to the written page, and from the page to the stage, that uncertain, 
unstable site, where we navigate gender, class, language, race, intimacy, power and politics. 
(p. 12) 
In contrast to Spry’s ethnographic approach, the earlier discussions draw on theories 
and models from cultural studies, postmodernism and psychology. Through the writings 
of performance studies scholar Schechner (1988), ethnographer Denzin (1997) and 
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anthropologist Victor Turner (1987), the study of performance could now also be 
viewed through the lens of the ethnographer, especially when it involved ‘lived 
experience’ and autobiography. In a similar vein, Keith Bryant Alexander claims that 
the writer/performer uses their own experiences in a culture to ‘reflexively bend back on 
self and look more deeply at self-other interactions’ (1999, p. 300) in an attempt to 
‘make sense of the autobiographic past’ (p. 309). This approach is also acknowledged 
by Eakin, whose own ‘instinct’ is to: 
approach autobiography in the spirit of a cultural anthropologist, asking what such texts can 
teach us about the ways in which individuals in a particular culture experience their sense of 
‘I’. (1999, p. 4) 
Spry proceeds to outline a detailed methodology for students of the genre to 
follow in the process of creating their own solo autobiographical performances. This 
includes the writing process, ‘writing the performative body’ (p. 100), the creation of a 
‘performative-I–persona, a particular construction of self, that the autobiographer seeks 
to embody through performance’ (p. 30) and the process of crafting and staging, which 
she describes as ‘the aesthetic process of creating a performance as it is used as a 
method of enquiry, as a heuristic tool in enacting autobiographic analysis on stage’ 
(2011, p. 28). 
Spry is motivated by the belief that ‘our stories allow us to understand one 
another and move us to see one another as allies for a better world no matter where we 
might stand ideologically’ (p. 72). Jill Dolan shares Spry’s pedagogical aspirations and 
wants to train her students to ‘use performance as a tool’ for making the world better, to 
use performance to incite profound responses that shake their consciousness of 
themselves in the world’ (Dolan in Heddon, 2008, p. 18). 
As well as having aspirational motivations to create and perform a solo 
autobiographical show, the performers also have pragmatic and financial drivers, 
especially since the shows are usually written by the performer, who not only performs 
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it, but in some cases, produces and directs their own show. In her article, ‘Baring it All: 
The Actor’s Life in the Solo Show’, Horovitz interviews the actress Donna McKechnie, 
who writes: 
After a certain point it’s so hard to get a part that encompasses all your skills as a performer 
or embodies all your experiences as a person. So I created my own piece to fill that need. 
(2002, p. 6) 
  
Figure 24. Donna McKechnie in Inside the Music 
(2003) 
Figure 25. Steven Berkoff in One Man (2008) 
Photo: steveberkoff.com   
In the same article, the actor Steven Berkoff states that writing his own solo piece 
provided him with ‘the chance to act, to show what I can do in a way that a play written 
by someone else cannot—and to control my destiny’ (p. 6). 
The acknowledgement that this genre offers performers more autonomy and agency 
with respect to content and delivery through performing their own solo autobiographical 
shows was discussed in my interviews with the nine Australian solo performers (see 
Chapter Three). Whether the prime motivation of performers is to raise awareness of a 
particular issue, bring about social change, explore a personal life challenge or indeed a 
mixture of these drivers, in terms of creating a vehicle for themselves, I support 
Heddon’s assertion that: 
autobiographical solo performances are performances of aspiration and possibility, creative 
acts that have the potential to contribute to cultural transformation. Looking at the past  
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through the present, we are urged to consider the future and what we might make of these. 
(2008, p. 172) 
Heddon also acknowledges that most of the research and critical discourse about solo 
autobiographical performance has been generated from the US and UK. My own 
research would support this view, although there has been some documentation and 
analysis of the genre in Canada in Theatre and Autobiography (Grace & Wasserman, 
2006). 
Summary 
Over the course of this chapter, a number of diverse and sometimes 
contradictory views of solo autobiographical performance have emerged. Is it, as Phelan 
claims, a ‘radical’ form of performance art (1988, p. 28) or is it simply a manifestation 
of a ‘culture of narcissism’ (Schmor 1994, p. 163)? In some ways, the answer to both 
these questions is ‘yes’, but not always, and not in every circumstance. Arguably, the 
mediatised ‘confessional’ culture referred to by Schmor (p. 163) unavoidably produces 
an element of narcissism. However, rather than producing a commodified ‘self’ (such as 
seen in celebrity culture), solo autobiographical performance frames the ‘self’ as 
suitable for interrogation through performance. What is apparent, too, are the 
contradictions in the different theories of solo autobiographical performance. As we 
read above, Smith and Watson argued for the fragmentation of the subject (the’I’); 
whereas Park-Fuller seemed to be suggesting that the subject was more cohesive by 
claiming that the genre was a ‘relatively unmediated channel to “real” experience for 
performers from marginalised communities. 
Beginning with Spalding Gray, and in the performance art tradition, solo 
autobiographical performance has functioned more as what Spry terms a ‘heuristic tool’ 
that has allowed performers to enact ‘autobiographical analysis on stage’ (2011. p. 28). 
From this, it has followed that solo autobiographical performers have been able to speak 
from a ‘site of narrative authority’ (Spry, 2001, p 169), which has not only given voice 
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to those from marginalised communities and with transgressive stories to tell (Park-
Fuller, 2000, p. 31), but has also provided opportunities to ‘negotiate the past, critique 
cultural narratives and reflect on identity’ (Smith & Watson, 2002, p. 9)—or, to put it 
another way, as Laurie Anderson comments in reference to her own work, to create a 
show from ‘a mixture of the most mundane things with a fabulous twist on them’ 
(Anderson cited in Smith & Watson, 2002, p. 391). 
As a practitioner about to embark on the process of creating my first solo 
autobiographical show, my engagement with the critical discourse and different theories 
about the genre particularly brought my attention to the following questions and 
challenges: How did my own life story sit within and comment on the specific historical, 
cultural and social influences that I was subject to? What aspects of my life and my 
self/selves would I reveal? Should I commit to telling the truth or embellish my stories 
to make them more interesting for the audience? (Either way, I understood that it would 
still be a ‘constructed’ version of my life). What would be the writing/devising process I 
would engage in to create my own unique story, performance style and persona? Were 
there aspects of my own life where I had felt marginalised? Would the story of my own 
life be a story of ‘aspiration and possibility’, which might ‘contribute to creative 
transformation’ (Heddon 2008, p. 172)? What would it feel like to look directly in the 
eyes of my audience and tell my own life stories? These questions were explored 
through the immersion in my own creative practice and are further addressed in Chapter 
Five. 
This overview of the development of solo autobiographical performance both 
nationally and internationally, and the discussion of the critical discourse about the 
genre, has helped me to contextualise both my own practice and that of the Australian 
solo autobiographical performers that I interviewed. Many of the issues that have been 
discussed in the literature were apparent in my own experience and those of the other 
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performers; many, if not all, were alert to questions of subjectivity, relationship with 
audience and the paradox of performing authenticity. As a practice-led researcher, the 
focus now shifts, in the chapters that follow, to the practice itself and the goal of 
acquiring the specialised knowledge and tools to be able to undertake my chosen 
creative project. In the next chapter, I outline the different components of my research 
methodology that guided me through the process of creating and reflecting on the 
performance of my own solo autobiographical show. 
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Chapter Two: Methodology 
 
From Practitioner to Reflective Practitioner 
As an experienced performance practitioner with an interest in the experience of 
the self and others, I had accumulated a considerable—though non-academic—body of 
knowledge about various methodologies and methods of learning, communication and 
performance. Most of this was learnt ‘on the job’ as it were. This learning occurred over 
most of my adult life. Donald Schön describes this process of knowledge acquisition as 
‘knowing-in-action’: 
When we go about the spontaneous, intuitive performance of actions of our everyday life, 
we show ourselves to be knowledgeable in a special way. Our knowing is ordinarily tacit, 
implicit in our patterns of action and in our feel for the stuff with which we are dealing. It 
seems right to say our knowing is in our action. Similarly, the workaday life of a 
professional depends on tacit knowing-in–action. (1983, p. 49) 
However, like most other professional performers, I was also drawn to think and reflect 
on what I was doing, especially when faced with a new or different challenge associated 
with a new performance project or play. According to Schön: 
Professional practitioners often think about what they are doing, sometimes even while 
doing it. Stimulated by surprise, they turn thought back on action and on the knowing which 
is implicit in action. There is some puzzling, or troubling or interesting phenomenon with 
which the individual is trying to deal. As he tries to make sense of it, he also reflects on the 
understandings which have been implicit in his action, understandings which he surfaces, 
criticises, restructures, and embodies in further actions. (1983, p. 50) 
What Schön is describing here is what I see as the natural, iterative process of learning 
‘on the job’. I think this description is especially relevant to the processes of creative 
artists and performance practitioners. He goes on to describe this process as ‘central to  
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the “art” by which practitioners sometimes deal well with situations of uncertainty, 
instability, uniqueness, and value conflict’ (p. 50). In my experience, all of these  
elements strongly present themselves when working in the field of performance. Schön 
acknowledges this by saying: 
Phrases like ‘thinking on your feet’, ‘keeping your wits about you’ and ‘learning by doing’ 
suggest not only that we can think about doing but that we can think about something while 
doing it. Some of the most interesting examples of this occur in the midst of a performance. 
(p. 54) 
This makes performance a particularly unique experience of real time structured 
reflection, in a social context. 
My first experience of having to formally reflect on and document my 
methodology was upon receiving a research grant to write about my own methods of 
teaching performance, which ended up as a published book titled Getting into the Act 
(1988). This forced me to step back, reflect on and analyse what I had been instinctively 
doing for many years as a teacher. I was required to break it down into an 
understandable series of steps, which could be learnt and put into practice by other 
teachers. Looking back, I now understand the value of this process of reflection, 
analysis, description and documentation. I now see it as essential if one wants to share 
valuable knowledge, expertise and information with others. 
Despite this acknowledgement of the value of reflexivity in the research process, 
as an experienced practitioner used to focusing primarily on the creation of the product 
(the performance), it was still challenging for me to step back from the momentum of  
action. It was helpful to remind myself that I was engaged in a practice-led research 
project and to take the time to reflect on what I was doing, how I was doing it and why I 
was doing it. 
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Practice-led Research 
The field of postgraduate practice-led research in the creative arts has now 
become accepted and established within tertiary institutions in Australia. One of the first  
books to document, conceptualise and analyse practice-led research, titled Practice-led 
Research, Research-led Practice in the Creative Arts (2009) was edited by two 
Australian academics, Hazel Smith and Roger Dean. In their article ‘Acquiring Know 
How: Research Training of Practice-led Researchers’, Brad Haseman and Daniel Mafe 
quote Carole Gray’s ‘original and enabling definition of practice-led research’: 
Firstly, research that is initiated in practice, where questions, problems, challenges are 
identified and formed by the needs of practice and practitioners; and secondly that the 
research is carried out through practice, using predominantly methodologies and specific 
methods familiar to us as practitioners. (Gray, 1996, p. 3) 
Haseman and Mafe argue that Gray stands in the tradition of practitioners and theorists 
(such as Pierre Bourdieu and Schön) who ‘seek to build epistemologies of practice 
which serve to improve both the practice itself and our own theoretical understanding of 
that practice’ (2009, p. 214). They observe that practice needs to be understood as ‘all 
the activity an artist/creative practitioner undertakes. Practitioners think, read, write as 
well as look, listen and make’ (p. 214). Hence the importance, in practice-led research, 
of developing the role and skills of what Schön describes as ‘the reflective practitioner’. 
Robin Nelson states that ‘the term “practice-led research” is commonly used in 
Australia to indicate something very similar to my conception of practice-as-research 
(PaR)’ (2013, p.9). He asserts that practice-led/PaR research ‘involves an iterative, 
dialogic process of doing-thinking’ and argues that processes of ‘reading and writing’ 
should occur in parallel with the processes of art making. Engaging in these dual 
processes: 
mobilises a process of dialogic engagement […] of allowing ideas relevant to your project 
to circulate freely in the investigative space. In respect of articulating and evidencing the 
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research inquiry, complementary writings of all kinds afford additional opportunities for 
dialogic engagement. (2013, p. 35) 
However, practice-led research is not always a tidy, logical, linear process. Haseman 
and Mafe argue that: 
it is this way because it is deeply emergent in nature and the need to tolerate ambiguity and 
make it sensible through heightened reflexivity is part of what it is to be a successful 
practice-led researcher in the creative arts. (2009 p. 214) 
Baz Kershaw, after examining several practice-led research projects, also suggests that 
the practice-led researcher needs to remain open to new perspectives as: 
the more rigorously consistent the research design, the greater may be the chances of 
missing out on producing reflexive results. Unexpected, accidental or improvisatory events 
open up new perspectives on the purpose of the project. A fly in the ointment can raise the 
game. (Kershaw in Smith & Dean, 2009, p. 117) 
If, as Gray states, in practice-led research ‘the questions, problems and challenges are 
formed by the needs of practice and practitioners’ (1996, p. 3), this poses particular 
challenges with respect to the choice of methodologies to carry out the research. The 
complex and emergent nature of a creative project means that the practitioner may have 
to draw on a variety of methodological approaches throughout the process of their 
research, determined by the particular emerging (and possibly unexpected) needs of the 
practice and the subject matter. 
What’s Already in My Bag 
In my own case, I came to this research project with my own ‘bag’ of devising 
methods, collected over my years of practice as an actor, theatre maker, director and 
teacher of performance. These were originally drawn from my years of work with 
Theatre Action (1973–75), a professional company in New Zealand, schooled in the  
approach to performance of Jacques Lecoq. Lecoq encouraged improvisation, 
experimentation and the creation of original devised work, and a style of performance  
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that is personalised, physical, visual and draws on the European traditions of commedia 
dell’arte, clown, bouffon, mime, movement and mask. 
 
Figure 26. Theatre Action’s The Best of All Possible Worlds (1973) Photo: Steve Matthews Collection 
The devising process that I learnt with Theatre Action began with the collective 
choice of a topic or theme about which we were all excited or passionate. We immersed 
ourselves in the chosen topic through our own research, reading and reflection and then  
shared it with the rest of the group in different forms: ideas, text, images and designs, 
which were further developed through improvisation and workshopping. Gradually we  
built up enough material to begin selecting the material that we thought best 
communicated the chosen topic (theatrically, conceptually and politically). This 
material was then further workshopped to form a ‘creative synthesis’, which ended up 
as a cohesive performance. 
One of the group took on the role of the ‘outside eye’, taking responsibility for 
the dramaturgy and direction of each new performance work. Every member of the 
group took on other responsibilities apart from performing such as music, set design and 
construction, props and costume making. My work with Theatre Action trained me in 
some fundamental approaches not only to performance, but also to performance 
making. The training background of solo autobiographical performers, as I explore in 
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the following chapter, strongly influences the approaches and theatrical styles that they 
employ. 
I had also worked as a professional actor in text-based narrative theatre 
(contemporary and classical plays), film, television and radio. My work as an acting 
teacher and director encompassed both Stanislavski-based methodologies and the 
creative and improvisatory methods of Jacques Lecoq (2003) and Keith Johnstone 
(1981), focused on devising new performance work with groups of acting students. I 
drew on Lecoq’s approach in the workshopping and performance stage of the project 
through taking up a strongly physical style of performance and a shared belief that 
theatre is as much a visual medium as it is text based. Both Lecoq and Johnstone value 
improvisation as a method to generate and workshop material, which we also used on 
the project. 
 
Figure 27. Steve teaching acting class in Paris (2002). Photo: Alexander Campbell 
A Stanislavskian investigative approach to building a character became useful on this 
research project, especially when working with the dramaturg to shape my own life 
story. Having chosen the form of a narrative structure, based on Vogler’s (1999) 
interpretation of Joseph Campbell’s (1991) model of The Hero’s Journey, we needed to 
decide on the stories that would highlight key aspects of my character, the underlying 
themes and what I was striving for in my own life journey. 
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A third and very important influence on my creative work, which is particularly 
relevant to this research project, was a nine-year involvement as a performer with a 
unique form of improvised storytelling called playback theatre. Developed by Jonathan 
Fox and Jo Salas (1996), the process involves a group of performers and a musician 
making themselves available to a live audience that offers personal stories on the basis 
of which the performers improvise and ‘playback’ to the teller. The role of the 
performers is to listen for and ‘capture the essence’ of the story and to then play it back 
in a way that will provide the teller with new insights about their own story and 
themselves. This participatory form of theatre promotes a sense of shared experiences, 
connection and community among the audience. 
Salas describes playback theatre as a ‘process of rewriting and refining the 
teller’s story’. She explains how ‘fragments of life, often chaotic, half understood by the 
teller’ are ‘crystalised, made clear and coherent’ by the performers (Salas in Barak, 
2013, p. 109). As a performer, I heard hundreds of personal, real-life stories and within 
a matter of seconds learnt to find a way, in collaboration with other performers, to 
‘capture its essence’ through theatrical metaphor, imagery, movement and text. This 
skill of focusing in on what a story is really about (the essence, subtext) and giving it a 
theatrical form and structure was extremely useful when writing about and 
workshopping my personal life stories for my own solo autobiographical performance. 
 
 
Figure 28. Pacific Playback Theatre (2008) 
  
54 
However, researching, creating and performing a 90-minute solo 
autobiographical performance is a much more complex and challenging process than 
performing (with others) a five-minute version of someone else’s personal story. 
Although I actively participated in the creation and performance of numerous new 
performance works, all of these performances were created through a group-devised 
process using improvisation and workshopping to create the final text. In conceiving 
this solo autobiographical performance research project, I was aware that it would 
initially involve the solitary discipline of reflecting on and writing about my own lived 
experience, along with intensive self-examination. In Chapter Five, I document the 
creative and emotional challenges that emerged at the different stages of the making and 
performing process and how they were resolved. 
Heuristic Inquiry 
While reading Tracing the Footprints (2003) in which John Freeman documents 
his process of directing a devised project, I was struck by a quote he included describing 
Clark Moustakas’s methodology of ‘heuristic inquiry’, as it seemed to describe my own  
natural learning process and seemed highly relevant to a practice-led research project 
based on one’s own lived experience. He quotes Moustakas, who writes that:  
[l]earning that proceeds heuristically has a path of its own. It is self-directed, self-
motivated and open to spontaneous shift. The one who searches heuristically may draw 
on powers afforded by direct experience. (Moustakas in Freeman, 2003, p. 43) 
Although Moustakas here is not referring to a creative practice-led project, the 
philosophy behind heuristic inquiry shares many of the characteristics of the former. 
Like practice-led research, heuristic inquiry is inductive, working from the ground up, 
and allowing the materials of practice (or experience) to guide the research. More 
pertinently for research based in autobiography, heuristic research is: 
a search for the discovery of meaning and essence in significant human experience. It 
requires a subjective process of reflecting, sifting and elucidating the nature of the 
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phenomena under investigation. Its ultimate purpose is to cast light on a focused problem, 
question or theme. When pursued through intimate and authentic processes of the self, the 
‘data’ that emerges is autobiographical, original and accurately descriptive of the texture 
and structure of the lived experience. (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985, p. 40) 
Moustakas further elaborates on the process as one of a ‘recreation’ of the ‘lived 
experience’ under investigation (1990, p. 38). In such an investigation, the researcher 
must ‘openly and energetically accept the way in which knowledge can be most 
authentically revealed’, and it is here that heuristic inquiry takes a creative turn 
(Douglass & Moustakas, 1985, p. 53). The researcher may turn to the use of metaphors 
or of narrative, but how these emerge is through ‘journals, diaries, poetry, song, dance, 
drama, art or dialogue’ (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985, p. 53). 
Whereas practice-led research makes available an approach to research that is 
driven and informed by creative practices, heuristic inquiry—using similar methods—
prioritises self-inquiry. The former opens up a path into and through creative practice, 
and the latter opens up another path into autobiography. Heuristic inquiry allows the 
stories that emerge from focusing on one’s own lived experience to be told in the form 
that will best reveal all of their complexity and richness as well as allowing the 
researcher to express them through different creative art forms. According to 
Moustakas, at the end of the research process, ‘the heuristic researcher develops a 
creative synthesis, an original integration of the materials that reflect the researcher’s  
influence, imagination and personal knowledge of meanings and essences of the 
experience’ (1990, p. 50). 
Douglass and Moustakas describe a heuristic inquiry as moving through three 
main stages of the research, which, because they accorded with my own processes as a 
practitioner, provided a methodological structure for my research. The three stages are: 
immersion (exploration of the question/problem and the subject matter, self-search, 
internal frame of reference), acquisition (collection of data, interviews), and  
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realisation (creative synthesis, dissemination). Douglass and Moustakas write that when 
a heuristic researcher immerses themselves in a ‘theme or question’, then ‘nearly all 
experiences appear relevant’ (p. 47). When the researcher begins, in the second stage, to 
acquire data, these involve ‘expressions of and meaningful associations to the theme [or 
question]’ (p. 47). Finally, in the third stage, the researcher begins to have realisations  
that grow out of ‘sheer, graphic, experiential involvement in and reflection on the theme 
or question’ (p. 47). 
Moustakas also suggests a stage of incubation when the researcher steps away 
from the topic under investigation to allow ideas to percolate and to gain a fresh  
perspective (1990, p. 28). This process of stepping away to reflect or to allow ideas to 
incubate, is what distinguishes the researcher–practitioner from the practitioner. In the 
methodology outlined by Nelson, building into the process moments for ‘critical 
reflection’ is essential (2013, p. 29). 
As a methodology, heuristic inquiry encouraged me as ‘the reflective 
practitioner’ to approach all stages of the research from a heightened state of receptivity 
and self-reflection as I investigated and ‘creatively synthesised’ in the form of a 
performance script, the key themes and stories from my own lived experience. This 
approach also has similarities to the way I would, as a theatre maker, create an original 
performance, as described earlier in this chapter. The difference with this research 
project is that the subject matter was exclusively autobiographical and required a 
process of sustained and rigorous self-search to generate the raw material. 
The goal of my creative project was not to construct a mythology of self, but 
rather to use the creation of a solo autobiographical performance as a self-inquiry 
process and to ask questions and solve a unique set of problems that I had not 
previously had to address as a theatre maker or as a performer. Entering into the 
process, I assumed that these questions would not always be comfortable but that the 
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discomfort they may provoke would deepen the inquiry and be reflected in the 
substance of the practice-led research. 
The methodological approach of heuristic inquiry offered a clear but flexible 
process for structuring an inquiry focused on myself and my own lived experiences and 
for the raw material to emerge and be realised as a ‘creative synthesis’ in a dramatic 
form. It also encouraged me to research and collect data from other performers (co-
researchers) about working in the genre of solo autobiographical performance. 
As quoted above, Spry describes solo autobiographical performance as ‘the 
aesthetic process of creating a performance as it is used as a method of enquiry, as a 
heuristic tool in enacting autobiographic analysis on stage’ (2011, p. 28). She also 
reminds us that although the subject matter of the performance is oneself, the story still 
takes place within a specific social, cultural and historical context. This creates the 
opportunity for both the performer and audience to reflect on their own lives: 
Performing autoethnography has encouraged me to dialogically look back upon myself as 
other, generating critical agency in the stories of my life, as the polyglot facets of self and 
other engage, interrogate, and embrace. (2001, p. 3) 
David Hiles points to the similarities between a heuristic approach and narrative 
inquiry, observing that both are inherently participatory and acknowledging ‘the 
importance of narrative for making sense of our experience of the world around us, our  
place in it and offering ways to share it with others’ (2002, p. 2). Both Hiles and Spry 
acknowledge the value of sharing the ‘creative synthesis’ of the heuristic inquiry with 
an audience. Similarly, I felt it was important to share my autobiographical performance 
script with an audience to gain valuable feedback and data for my research questions. 
Research Questions 
So what are these questions and problems that I had not previously had to 
address in my practice and that would drive this practice-led research? Having decided 
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that the research topic was to be the genre of solo autobiographical performance in 
Australia and the practice component of the research was to create my own solo  
autobiographical performance, initially the question that drove the research was How do 
I, as a performer, investigate my own life through the medium of performance? 
Further questions presented themselves as I became more deeply immersed in 
the research, such as: What is motivating and inspiring me, as a performer, to  
investigate my own life by performing it? What will be my experience of making and 
performing a solo autobiographical performance? How do I decide to tell some stories 
and not others? What will the process reveal about me and my life? What could I learn 
from the process of investigating my own life through the medium of performance? 
I chose to draw on the methodology of heuristic inquiry to support and deepen 
the process of inner reflection, research and the ‘creative synthesis’ of my lived  
experience (as well as gathering data about other performers’ experiences of their 
practice). 
Stage One: Immersion 
Immersion carries the sense of total involvement in a research theme or question in such a 
way that the whole world is centred on it for a while. 
 ——Douglass and Moustakas 1985, p. 47. 
The strategy for the first stage of my research was to immerse myself in two research 
activities that would run in parallel and would inform and be ‘in dialogic engagement’ 
with each other. The first activity involved attending as many solo autobiographical 
performances as I could and learning from both national and international exponents of 
this performance genre. As I knew that I would be using text, supported by physical and 
visual elements, I focused on performers who included text as part of their performance 
(see Chapter Five for a list of performers). From the point of view of the novice 
practitioner, there was much to learn from witnessing these performances and observing 
the choices, performance styles and techniques of these performers. Each performer I 
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witnessed could be seen to draw on their own performance strengths, cultural heritage, 
training and style and to combine the different elements of performance that best serve 
the stories and, in turn, affect and entertain their audience. As I watched these 
performers, I reflected on what elements of their performance style I could draw on for 
my own performance and what experiences from my own life I would draw on to create 
the content of the performance. 
The second immersive activity was to focus on an in-depth self-search through a 
systematic engagement with a life story writing course, taught by Patti Millar, author of 
Writing Your Life (2001). The course was designed for participants who are writing 
stories based on their own lived experience and memoirs and my purpose in attending it 
was to ‘kick start’ the process of reflecting on my life and generating raw material for 
the performance script. 
Inspired as I was by seeing other performers’ work, beginning the process of writing 
and creating my own solo autobiographical performance was challenging. Looking 
back, I can relate to choreographer Twyla Tharp’s experience at the beginning of her 
own creative process:  
The first steps of a creative act are like groping in the dark: random and chaotic, feverish 
and fearful, a lot of busyness with no apparent or definable end in sight. (2003, p. 94) 
Over the next two years, I attended two further life-writing courses with writers Beth 
Yahp and Jacqui Kent. The ongoing structure and discipline strengthened my 
engagement with the process of reflecting on and writing my life stories, consequently 
deepening my understanding of myself and my own personal, social and cultural 
history. I was surprised at how much I could remember of my childhood, the vividness 
of the memories, images and the level of detail. The life-writing was further informed 
when I interviewed my 86-year-old mother in New Zealand about her own life, my 
father and my childhood; this was especially poignant as she slipped into dementia over 
the next few years. She gave me a box of family photographs that provided valuable 
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stimuli for a wealth of memories and stories from my childhood. I discovered that Tharp 
also uses this technique of looking at childhood photographs of herself to generate ideas 
for performance: 
This photo reminds me of how every young person grows up with an overwhelming sense 
of possibility, and how life, in some ways, is just a series of incidents in which that 
possibility is enlarged or smacked out of you. (2003, p. 77) 
Tharp acknowledges that not all of our childhood is what we would like it be. Initially, I 
found myself writing about more positive, joyful childhood experiences and avoiding 
the more painful or unhappy memories. In Chapter Five, I describe how my 
participation in a particular writing exercise facilitated by the tutor Beth Yahp enabled 
me to find a way to write about a difficult time in my life and gave me the courage to 
write further stories about challenging times of vulnerability, pain and sadness. In 
keeping with the process of self-examination required as part of a heuristic inquiry, I 
needed to dig deep and be prepared to shine a light into parts of my life that were kept 
in the shadows. 
Spry acknowledges that ‘practised vulnerability’ is a part of the methodology of 
performative autoethnography: 
a methodology of moving out of one’s comfort zone of familiarity, a strategic surrendering 
into a state of risk of uncomfortability, of uncertainty that one experiences when critically 
reflecting upon and embodying one’s own experience. (2011, p. 167) 
In the first eighteen months as I immersed myself in these two heuristic research 
activities of generating raw material through life-writing and attending performances, it 
occurred to me that I could not only watch and learn from other performers, but that I 
could also gain valuable information and expand the research by interviewing some of 
these performers. The research now entered the second stage of the model of heuristic 
inquiry, namely acquisition, in which the researcher moves out into the world to 
understand the experience and perspective of others about the topic under research. 
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Stage Two: Acquisition 
As my focus was researching this particular performance practice in Australia, I 
chose Australian performers for the live interviews, and the nine aforementioned 
performers kindly agree to be interviewed as part of the research. My interview 
approach, as suggested by Moustakas, outlined ‘a set of issues or topics to be explored 
that might be shared as the interview unfolds, thus focusing on common information to 
be sought’ (1990, p. 47). The interview questions were designed to elicit greater 
understanding and knowledge of the performers’ creative processes, their motivation for 
working in this particular genre and their own experience of creating and performing 
their show (see Appendix B for the list of interview questions). As the researcher, my 
overall intention with the interviews was to shed more light on my own key research 
questions (as quoted earlier). 
Consistent with qualitative interview techniques, Moustakas also recommends 
that the interviewer considers ‘ways of creating an atmosphere or climate that will 
encourage trust, openness and self-disclosure’ (1990, p. 46). With each performer, I 
allowed them to choose where they felt most comfortable to meet for the interview. 
Some chose to meet me at their own home; others wanted a more neutral space such as 
a library meeting room or a hotel room. Some were happy to meet with me in my living 
room. We allowed a couple of hours for the interview, so we did not feel rushed. It was 
important for both myself and the performer that I had seen his or her show before the 
interview as it gave us common ground in respect to discussing specific aspects of the 
content, their creative methods and their performance style. David Silverman stresses 
the importance with qualitative research of initially focusing ‘on what people do’ (2007, 
p. 47). He then quotes Harvey Sacks who claims that ‘whatever humans do can be 
examined to discover some way they do it, and that way would be describable’ (1992, p. 
484).   
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Having worked professionally as a leadership and performance coach, I was able 
to use skills, such as active listening and empathy, to encourage the interviewee to 
speak openly and candidly. With their permission, all the interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribed and a copy sent to the interviewees for their approval and 
correction. Some of the performers acknowledged that they had learnt more about 
themselves and their own creative methods through this process of guided self-
reflection (see Appendix C for transcripts of the interviews). 
With respect to the data gained from the interviews, I now began the process of 
reading, absorbing and analysing. I like to work visually when sorting through data so I 
created a large worksheet with the questions written down the left-hand side and the 
performers’ names written across the top. As stated earlier, my interview questions were 
principally driven by my desire to understand ‘how and ‘why’ these performers created 
and performed autobiographical performances, as well as to gain valuable knowledge 
and creative methods that I could practically apply within my own practice. Carol 
Mason suggests that: 
you want to get a systematic overview of your data so you have a clear idea of their 
coverage and scope. Engaging in some kind of indexing process can help the researcher to 
distance themselves from the immediacy of the initially striking or memorable elements, 
and therefore to get a more measured view of the whole (2002, p. 152). 
This advice helped me to step back, look carefully at the literal content of the interviews 
as well as critically reflect on what the performers had revealed about their motivations,  
creative methods and themselves. For Silverman, being ‘critical’ involves ‘simply doing 
your best to separate “fact” from “fiction” and writing as clearly as possible to allow 
your readers properly to weigh up your arguments’ (2007, p. 139). Applying these 
principles, I began to identify patterns, themes, similarities and distinctions in their 
creative processes, performance styles, stage personae and their motivations for 
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choosing to perform solo autobiographical shows. Chapter Three documents my 
analysis, reflections and arguments drawn from these interviews. 
Throughout this time, I continued to write more life stories and compile 
photographs and music that could possibly be included in my performance script. I now 
had eighty pages of life stories and photographs and I felt that my intensive period of 
solitary writing and self-search was naturally coming to an end. Continuing with the  
second stage of the research (acquisition) where the researcher moves out into the world 
to gain other’s experience and perspective, I sent the eighty page document to a 
selection of professional colleagues, writers, performers, dramaturgs and academics for  
their responses and feedback. This was a more informed and specialised audience than 
my writing classes, so I expected more critical responses, which were generously 
offered to me. Nelson also acknowledges that: 
To achieve a profoundly critical reflection, an additional element is required to dislocate 
habitual ways of seeing. Such a dimension may be mobilised from within, from an element 
of playfulness in the know-how process, and from without, through engagement with a 
range of perspectives and standpoints to promote fresh ideas. (2013, p. 45) 
The feedback I received was very valuable in that it was both encouraging and 
critical of what was missing or needed further development to make it work as a script 
for performance. As well as observations about the dramaturgical aspects of the 
construction and style of the script, it gave me more information about which stories 
and content each reader responded to. Excerpts from the feedback are provided in 
Chapter Five. 
One of my colleagues, Elaine Paton—a professional actor, dramaturg and 
director who had assisted me by transcribing some of the performer interviews—read 
my stories. Not only did she give me extensive critical feedback but also offered to 
work with me as dramaturg/director in the process of transforming the raw material 
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from words and images on the page to a performance script and an embodied work-in-
progress performance before an audience. 
This now presented the opportunity for the input of an ‘outside eye’: an 
experienced dramaturg/director, who could assist me to identify the essential themes 
and the structure of the script and offer feedback and direction for the performance of 
the script. The collaboration would also add ‘an element of playfulness in the know- 
how process’ (Nelson, 2013, p. 45) and enable me to move into stage three (realisation) 
of the heuristic inquiry: realisation (creative synthesis). 
Stage Three: Realisation (Creative Synthesis) 
Leaving the safety of the computer to step into the rehearsal studio, was both exciting and 
anxiety provoking. After years of sitting in the chair as a teacher, director and writer, I re-
entered the more vulnerable space of the performer, subjecting myself to the offers and 
direction of a dramaturg/director and relinquishing a degree of control of the material. 
 ——Journal entry, 2 July 2012 
The methodology now expanded to include the specific creative processes of the 
performer. This involved physical and vocal training, yoga, meditation, discussion, 
workshopping, improvisation, storytelling, playing with text, visual mapping, 
dramaturgy, narrative structure, editing, script editing, design, choosing costumes, 
props, music, visual images (photographs, video), lighting, sound, marketing and 
production management. 
In Chapter Five, I provide a detailed account of this stage of the practice-led 
research, which culminated in a work in progress of the performance script titled Can I 
Come Home Now? and performed at The Rex Cramphorn Studio, Sydney University on 
August 26, 2012.  
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Figure 29. Flyer for Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Design: Michelle Svenger 
I kept a journal of my creative and personal process, which could later be compared 
with the processes of other solo performers. The journal also became a critical research 
tool with respect to documenting my own journey towards the ‘creative synthesis’ 
(performance script), and is referred to throughout Chapter Five. Elizabeth Colbert 
describes her own process of self-reflective practice as a writer and observes that the 
journaling process ‘facilitated a deeper understanding of my creative processes and was 
foundational to the reflexive research praxis’ (2007, p. 113). 
The work-in-progress showing of Can I Come Home Now?, which was followed 
by a question and answer (Q&A) session, was also part of my ‘reflexive research 
praxis’ as it enabled me to obtain the critically important response of a live audience to 
the work. The comments and feedback of the audience were incorporated into further 
script development and are documented in Chapter Five. The time and energy required 
to prepare and mount the showing was quite significant (fulltime engagement over three 
months) and a period of rest and reflection (incubation) was required before returning to 
the research. I had made a conscious decision to not view the video documentation of 
  
66 
the performance immediately and to allow a month to create some critical distance. As a 
result, I was able to appraise the performance from a more detached viewpoint. I 
acknowledge there were some things I could have done differently—for example, 
scheduled two or three more weeks’ rehearsal time—but for a work-in-progress 
showing plus Q&A with a live audience, I felt satisfied that it had served its purpose 
and provided me with valuable experience, knowledge and feedback. 
I then organised for a colleague to interview me using the same set of questions 
that I had asked other solo performers, as I wanted to be able to reflect from the 
perspective of a performer. I incorporate excerpts of this interview in Chapter Five, 
along with excerpts from an interview with the dramaturg/director, Elaine Paton. The 
writing of Chapter Five was a significant experience of reflection and analysis of what I 
had learnt through this practice-led research project. I realise that I could not have 
experienced the depth of understanding and knowledge about the practice without the 
full engagement in my own practice, the creation of the performance script and the 
work-in-progress performance. This new knowledge was now embodied and conscious, 
acquired through ‘knowing-in-action’ (Schön, 1983) and able to be articulated. At the 
same time, I could also acknowledge the value of the academic research as well the 
knowledge gained from the performances I witnessed and the interviews with other 
practitioners. 
The writing up of my conclusions in the final chapter of this thesis offered the 
opportunity for further reflection and identification of the benefits and outcomes of this 
practice-led research and drew together the different threads or ‘clews’ leading to the 
‘new knowledge and substantial new insights’ (Nelson, 2013, p. 27). Looking back, it is 
clear to me that it has been necessary to draw on a variety or ‘bricolage’ of 
methodologies and methods at the different stages of this practice-led research project, 
which confirms the reality of the complex and emergent nature of practice-led research. 
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However, there has been a solid foundation in terms of the methodology of heuristic 
inquiry, which has enabled and supported a focused in-depth investigation of my own 
lived experience and creative practice as well as the practice of other solo 
autobiographical performers in Australia.  
The strength of this methodology has been having a clear three-part structure 
(immersion, acquisition and realisation) to follow as well as the inclusion of self- 
examination as an integral part of generating the autobiographical content. The 
challenge (and possibly a limitation) of a practice-led research methodology is that I had 
to continuously switch back and forth between the different learning modes of theory 
and practice. It was also challenging for me to change from the solitary, internalised 
private process of autobiographical writing to the collaborative and public process of 
workshopping and performance. 
As an important part of the heuristic inquiry was to document my emerging 
process, in the next chapter I report on data collection I carried out as part of the 
acquisition stage. To gain insight into how these other nine performers made solo 
autobiographical shows and to investigate what motivated them, I conducted interviews 
with nine Australian performers. It is to their words that we turn next. 
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Chapter Three: The Practice of Solo Autobiographical Performance in Australia 
 
As outlined in Chapter 1, over the last ten years an increasing number of 
Australian performers have created and performed solo shows based on their own lived 
experience. For this research, I viewed the work of, and conducted interviews with, the 
following Australian solo performers: David Page, William Yang, Paul Dwyer, Paul 
Capsis, Michael Workman, Deborah Leiser-Moore, Meme Thorne, Tim Stitz and 
William Zappa. The criteria I applied in selecting these performers were that: they were 
professional performers, they represented a range of different ages, genders, ethnicities,  
cultural backgrounds, and performance styles. It was also necessary to be able to see 
their shows locally at the time of conducting my research and they were interested and 
available to be interviewed about their work. My research focus was predominantly on 
their actual performance practice, including their motivations, creative processes and 
methodologies; the relationship between themselves and their work; and their 
performance styles. 
I viewed each performance through the double lenses of practice-led research 
and heuristic inquiry to prepare for creating my own autobiographical performance. I 
paid attention to the content and themes of the performers’ stories, and to the ways in 
which they structured their pieces. I observed how they told their stories and how they 
used different performance styles and techniques. I immersed myself in the experience 
of being an audience member and observed how I (and other audience members) was 
affected by their performances. Afterwards, I reflected on each performance, compared 
it to others and considered stylistic and dramaturgical approaches to their work, which 
could be potentially useful to my own work. Finally, I conducted interviews with each 
of the performers between 2 December 2009 and 1 November 2011. 
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As described in the previous chapter, the interview questions were designed to 
encourage the performers to reflect on their own practice and to elicit greater 
understanding and knowledge of the following: their creative processes; their  
motivations for working in this specialised genre; their experiences of creating and 
performing their shows; their chosen styles of performance and theatricality; their 
personal and professional challenges; and the value they saw in autobiographical 
performance. Through the interviews, I intended to immerse myself more deeply in the 
practice of solo autobiographical performance to understand how and why these 
particular performers created their work. As part of the acquisition process of my 
heuristic inquiry, I aimed to gain valuable knowledge, ideas and inspiration to take into 
my own practice.  
The first part of this chapter focuses on the motivations and reasons for these 
performers choosing to embark on their journey of creating and performing solo 
autobiographical shows. In the second part, I focus on patterns, themes, similarities and 
distinctions in relation to their particular creative processes and methodologies, 
theatrical styles, performance personae and their experiences of performing their solo 
shows. This chapter does not include my initial responses to each performer’s show; I 
include these in Appendix A. 
Motivation to Begin the Journey 
David Page’s story Page 8 (2009), co-written with the playwright Louis Nowra, focused 
on three major themes and experiences of his life: growing up in a large, extended 
Aboriginal–European family; becoming a well-known child star; and coming out as a 
gay man. David’s initial introduction to this genre was through his brother, Stephen 
Page, who, as director of the 2004 Adelaide Festival, commissioned a one-person show 
by Indigenous performer David Gulpilil about his own life, directed by Neil Armfield: 
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‘Neil then took the idea and presented Life Times 3 at Belvoir St Theatre later that year 
with three Indigenous actors and I was invited to be part of this series’ (D. Page, 
interview, 5 August 2011). 
 
Figure 30. David Page in Page 8 (2009). Photo: Heidrun Lohr 
Initially, Page was reluctant to do it, thinking that his life was ‘not that 
interesting’ but on reflection, he decided to go ahead to pay tribute to ‘the people who 
made my life interesting, especially my family’. Celebrating his family was the primary 
motivation, rather than telling his ‘coming out’ story. Following an interview with Page, 
conducted in 2014, when he performed the show again in Sydney, Allison Hilbig (2014, 
p. 1) writes:  
Page 8 is not just the journey of David Page, it’s about the people who helped him on the 
way and so the show is about respecting and celebrating all of this. The inspiration for this 
show were his beautiful parents, and David acknowledges there is quite a sense of nostalgia 
as he performs it again—his dad has passed away and his mum is now in a nursing home. 
Similarly, Paul Capsis was approached by theatre director and colleague Julian Meyrick 
to create his show Angela’s Table (2010) about his relationship with his Maltese 
grandmother, who had passed away a year earlier. Capsis was also initially reluctant: ‘I 
thought it would be a great idea but I can’t do it, because I was still grief stricken about 
my grandmother who raised me. She was really my maternal mother’ (P. Capsis, 
interview, 11 August 2011). 
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Figure 31. Paul Capsis in Angela’s Table (2010). Photo: Griffin Theatre 
Three months later, Capsis decided he wanted to go ahead with the project ‘to honour 
her spirit’ (P. Capsis, interview, 11 August 2011), even though he acknowledged it 
would be emotionally challenging for him. The Griffin Theatre agreed to produce and 
brought together a production team to assist him. The composition of this team (Julian 
Meyrick, Louise McCarthy and Hilary Bell), all of whom knew Capsis, was an 
important factor in his decision to undertake the project. 
‘Feeling safe’ was a key element in Capsis’s decision to go ahead with the 
project, especially as he was already feeling quite vulnerable because of the recent loss 
of his grandmother. In recalling Tami Spry’s description of the process of performing 
autoethnography as ‘practised vulnerability’, it requires that the artist move beyond his 
or her comfort zone into ‘a space of risk, of uncomfortability, of uncertainty’ (quoted 
above), collaboration with a supportive director and familiar colleagues is one way in 
which to manage these personal challenges. 
Page and Capsis, at this time, enjoyed established reputations as musical 
performers, and on that basis, were approached by established directors and theatre 
companies to extend themselves into the genre of autobiographical performance through 
a specific—and importantly—funded project. Both emphasised to me that their prime 
motivation was to ‘honour’ members of their family and their own cultural heritage, 
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supported, and indeed enabled by, offers of funding from an established theatre 
company and the support of a carefully chosen production team. 
The desire to explore and understand their own family relationships and identity 
featured strongly as the initial driving force for many of the performers with whom I 
spoke, including Tim Stitz, a performer based in Melbourne. Stitz used to work with 
Melbourne Playback Theatre (Salas, 1996), a company that takes real stories told by 
audience members and plays them back as performance pieces. His solo show Lloyd 
Beckman, Beekeeper (2010), in which he played the roles of both his grandfather and 
himself, emerged from his interest in family history and a series of interviews he 
conducted with his grandfather about his grandparents’ lives. 
 
Figure 32. Tim Stitz in Lloyd Beckman, Beekeeper (2010). Photo: Deryk McAlpin 
Behind this interest lay deeper questions about himself, as he explained to me: 
Your grandparents, as much as your parents, loom quite large in your questioning of ‘Who 
am I? How have I come to be? I’ve got Dad’s family, Mum’s family. How are they? How 
am I?’ That defining of identity was very much a place where I was at in my early twenties. 
I think there was this need to express a whole lot of things. Express my reaction to them 
getting older—which really got in my throat and I wanted to say something about it. (T. 
Stitz, interview, 23 June 2011) 
Stitz was also coming to terms with the premature death of his father: 
My Dad’s suicide had a profound impact on me, of course. At the time, it was a taboo 
subject. Out of reaction to him and his actions, I was feeling quite angry and powerless. I 
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didn’t know about the warning signs. None of us had any idea. The play isn’t about the 
warning signs but perhaps about the consequences of pushing down your emotions and 
not dealing with your feelings. That’s a generational thing. I wanted to know how grandad 
felt about my dad’s death but only got glimpses—that sort of stiff upper lip, that stoicism. 
‘C’mon. I want to relate to you. I want to have meaningful relationship and share this 
grief that I’m sure you feel. (T. Stitz, interview, 23 June 2011) 
This drive to understand and resolve a family trauma was also critical for Meme 
Thorne. Thorne had been a performer and theatre maker with Sidetrack Performance 
Group for 10 years before she decided to create her solo show Burying Mother (1996), 
which traced her emotionally fraught relationship with an abusive mother. 
 
Figure 33. Meme Thorne in Burying Mother (1996). Photo: Heidrun Lohr 
The idea had been building for several years to the point where she felt compelled to tell 
her story:  
I had been working in the field for such a long time with other people’s ideas. Even though 
we brought our own ideas and thoughts, we were facilitating Don Mamouney’s [the 
director] ideas. I got to the point where I really needed to do something on my own. It had  
been building for a couple of years, leading up to that point. (M. Thorne, interview, 4 
November 2011) 
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Thorne was also dealing with unresolved ‘stuff’ from her childhood, which had been 
triggered by her relationships both at work and with her family at home: 
It came to a head that this was a story that I needed to tell. Never before have I experienced 
this. You read or hear someone saying there is book in me. I don’t think of myself as writer 
so I never thought that but I knew, I felt that there was this performance piece in me that I 
wanted to get out of my system. It was a very strong inclination. (M. Thorne, interview, 4 
November 2011) 
Similar to Tim Stitz, Thorne also wanted to address a subject matter that was considered 
‘taboo’: 
There is this taboo about bad mothering that people don’t want to mention. The truth is, 
there are some women who are bad mothers. I had one of those women. But that’s not the 
sum total of who she is. I wanted to deal with it wholly and to do that, I had to step back 
enough to say that is not all she was, there were other things about the way I grew up that 
bought me to where I am today and that is beautiful. That is worth colouring and bringing to 
the stage as well. I also wanted to make something as a contemporary performance maker, 
as opposed to an actor. I really wanted to utilise the skills I had gained over the previous 10 
years. (M. Thorne, interview, 4 November 2011) 
Acknowledging the challenge of the traumatic nature of the material, her focus was also 
on the creative process of making a work of art, and reflecting on her upbringing and 
cultural heritage: 
The challenge to be able to work with traumatic material and transcend it was something I 
was interested in. I wanted to make something powerful. I wanted to make something 
beautiful and I had the material at hand. I had my own life story. I had my Asian 
background. I wanted to make a piece that touched on my cultural heritage. My mother is 
partly who she is because of that. (M. Thorne, interview, 4 November 2011) 
Like William Yang (discussed below), Thorne was interested in exploring her family 
relationship in the context of her ‘Asian background’ and how this particular cultural 
context informed her work. 
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Michael Workman had been working as a stand-up comedian for over a year 
when his father became ill and he had to move back home to look after him. Their 
relationship was already difficult, exacerbated by his father’s alcoholism. 
 
Figure 34. Michael Workman in The Ogre (2011) 
He explained why he began creating his show The Ogre (2011) about his relationship 
with his father, the trauma it produced and the time he spent in a psychiatric hospital, 
even though he knew the content would challenge some audience members more 
familiar with his usual comedy routines: 
There were issues that we had which were never fully resolved and I was still mulling over 
them in my first year of stand-up, so I wanted to have some kind of resolution—even if I 
couldn’t have it through the relationship. It’s the nature of a joke that you find disparate and 
abstract conflicts and you find resolutions to them and that’s humour. I wanted to create 
some kind of resolution to the disparate things that were frustrating me. (M. Workman, 
interview, 26 October 2011) 
Workman here echoes the opinion of David McCooey, who claims that ‘the purpose of 
autobiographical consciousness is to make connections from the disparate towards the 
unified’ (1996, p. 12). Workman highlighted a drive in many autobiographical 
performances to rehearse a troubling or contentious personal relationship. In doing so, 
he suggested, the form of the work may bring cohesion to a fractured relationship 
onstage that had not been possible in real life. Workman went on to explain that: 
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I wanted to have some record of my father’s life and the effect he had on the people around 
him, especially me. I think of this show as a living eulogy. That was the spirit I wrote it in. 
Also, I wanted people to think about their own relationship with authority figures on their 
life. (M. Workman, interview, 26 October 2011) 
Workman’s words struck a chord with me: exploring my difficult relationship with my 
own father and having the desire to show how we resolved our fractured relationship 
were motivations for my own autobiographical performance. 
The motivation for documenting a parent’s life was also the starting point for 
Deborah Leiser-Moore’s show Cordelia-Mein Kind (2009). Her intention, however, was 
to capture her 89-year-old father’s reflections on his life and his experience as a 
Holocaust survivor, rather than to resolve a difficult or traumatic relationship. Like 
other children of Holocaust survivors, she recognised ‘a psychological inheritance and 
an emotional core linked to my father’s trauma—his history passed on to me— a history 
of exile and loss’ (Leiser-Moore, 2010). 
 
Figure 35. Deborah Leiser-Moore in Cordelia, Mein Kind (2009). Photo: Greg Veit 
The original idea for the show was conceived when she watched an old Yiddish 
film version of King Lear. This combined with her father’s strong identification with 
the character of King Lear, and the fact that she was the youngest of his three daughters, 
suggested the possibility of juxtaposing her father’s story with Lear’s. 
Like Thorne, who felt strongly that she had to tell her story, Leiser-Moore 
experienced similar feelings of compulsion and obsession in relation to her work: 
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When I think about all my work, it feels like I don’t have a choice. I have this idea and 
that’s it and I get a thing about it. I get totally obsessed. I just started filming him and I 
don’t know why I got obsessed. My father would tell stories of the past. He started talking 
to me in a way that he has never spoken before and I really enjoyed it. It’s an intuitive 
process. It felt right to me. (D. Leiser-Moore, interview, 2 December 2009) 
Cordelia Mein Kind evolved into a testament to her father’s resilience and spirit as a 
Hungarian Jew fleeing Nazi persecution and, like Lear and Cordelia, it also echoed the 
theme of love between a father and his youngest daughter. 
Paul Dwyer, creator and performer of The Bougainville Photoplay Project 
(2010), was the also the youngest child in his family. Unlike all the other performers 
discussed, he did not set out to create a show based on his own lived experience or his 
family relationships: 
Paradoxically, my own experience wasn’t what I thought of as a starting point. For me, it 
was my professional identity as an academic and for various reasons, I wanted to research 
reconciliation processes and became interested in restorative justice. (P. Dwyer, interview, 
25 August 2011) 
 
Figure 36. Paul Dwyer in The Bougainville Photoplay Project (2010). Photo: Heidrun Löhr 
Dwyer began a Google search and eventually came across a site about restorative justice 
activities in Bougainville: 
It was probably about page 20 and I had to stop after a while and think why did this word 
‘Bougainville’ leap out at me? Of course, Dad had been to Bougainville. Then, I 
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remembered as a kid seeing photos from when Dad came back from his trips to 
Bougainville. All of my eight siblings went with him on those trips and I was number nine 
and I’d never gone. I am looking at the website and remembering the old photos and Dad 
doing these slide shows when he got back from the trips. (P. Dwyer, interview, 25 August 
2011) 
Dwyer then explained his position in relation to his personal connection to the subject 
matter being researched: 
So I went to my mum’s house, up into the attic and the box of slides and Dad’s old slide 
projector were still there. So the personal stuff; I wasn’t at the centre of the personal stuff. I 
was very much on the periphery of Bougainville’s history and very much on the periphery 
of my father’s story. I always saw myself as a witness in respect to lived experiences which 
were relevant to me. (P. Dwyer, interview, 25 August 2011) 
Even though Dwyer played down the importance of ‘the personal stuff’, it seems that he 
chose to research restorative justice in Bougainville because he felt this personal 
connection to the country through his father’s voluntary medical work on the island and  
the positive difference it had made to the lives of the inhabitants. As he was the only 
child who did not accompany his father to the islands, Dwyer’s work reflected his role 
as an ‘ambivalent witness’ to Bougainville–Australian history and to certain family 
experiences that were being ‘lost in time’. 
Playing the role of ‘the witness’ also provides the key to understanding the 
initial impetus for William Yang to embark on a career as a performer specialising in 
autobiographical performance. Putting aside his initial interest in playwriting and his 
performance work with Rex Cramphorn’s Performance Syndicate, for 15 years he made 
his living as a freelance photographer, specialising in ‘social photography’ and working 
for high-end magazines such as Mode. He was also interested in being ‘a serious art 
photographer’, holding exhibitions and producing two books. While photographing the 
Adelaide Festival in 1986, Yang had two formative experiences. The first was being 
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shown how to project multiple images by the multimedia artist, Ian de Gruchy; the other 
was seeing a performance at the festival by Spalding Gray: 
Seeing Spalding Gray perform gave me permission to talk with the slides. I didn’t really 
have my first full-length show until 1989. So I spent seven years pottering around—it was 
initially a hobby—I used to perform and practise in people’s living rooms and have parties 
and I would have a little show at home. Actually this is the best way to get started doing 
this. I found out that I could talk with the slides. That was a natural process, rather than just 
images and music. It was a combination of these three elements—talking, images and 
music. (W. Yang, interview, 13 August 2011) 
 
Figure 37. William Yang in Bloodlinks (2016). Photo: William Yang 
Witnessing Spalding Gray and then performing these home shows gave Yang 
the confidence to approach Belvoir St Theatre; his first show The Face of Buddha 
(1989) was presented in its Downstairs Theatre: 
It was virtually nine short stories, nine photographic essays. Some of them were social 
documentaries but the main thrust of them was autobiography. I didn’t really know what I 
was doing. I saw it as ‘journalism from a personal point of view’. The most popular one was 
a piece about my family, which my mother had told me, called About my Mother. (W. Yang, 
interview, 13 August 2011) 
Yang realised that ‘all the elements were there in this one show’ and that he had ‘hit on 
the format’: 
The personal story tied it all together—this was very important—me talking. The story of 
my family and being bought up as an Australian–Chinese was the one that people associated 
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with me as being right for me. It was all about a process of me finding my own identity. (W. 
Yang, interview, 13 August 2011) 
The key drivers for Yang to continue producing material focused on autobiography 
were, first, the positive feedback he received from the audience for a story about his 
mother, and, second, a desire he had to understand his own identity. He has since 
performed 11 solo shows, including Shadows (2002), Sadness (1993), China (2008), My 
Generation (2010), I Am a Camera (2012) and Bloodlinks (2016). 
Later in the interview, Yang spoke about the importance of ‘listening’ to his 
audience as part of his creative and decision-making process in terms of choosing what 
material resonated the most with them: ‘It’s a matter of listening to the audience—you 
can feel when they are engaged or not’. As with the other performers previously 
mentioned, the subject matter of his relationship with a member of his family was at the 
heart of the performance and the story to which audiences strongly responded. 
Despite all the performers being either motivated or influenced by family 
relationships, they positioned themselves in diverse ways in relation to this subject 
matter and used different ways to tell their stories. In performing their stories, they 
created different combinations of a number of elements that included spoken text, 
photos, video, music and theatricality. With the exception of William Zappa, each 
developed a distinctive performance persona that was a performative version of 
themselves. I explore these distinctions in more detail in the second part of this chapter. 
Zappa’s whose work stood slightly outside the others. Unlike the other 
performers, he chose to set his autobiographically based show within an imaginary, 
theatrical world and created for himself a fictitious character, rather than a performance 
persona who spoke directly to the audience. 
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Figure 38. William Zappa in Winter’s Discontent (2010). Photo by Lorna Sim 
Winter’s Discontent (2010) was set in the backstage dressing room of a theatre, 
where a middle-aged actor, Robert Winter, prepared himself for the evening’s 
performance. He began a conversation with himself in the mirror and the audience 
witnessed his gradual disintegration as he came to terms with his stalled career, his 
artistic frustrations, his failing marriage and the attempted suicide of his son. In 
response to the question as to what inspired him to write and perform Winter’s 
Discontent and whether or not it was autobiographical, Zappa responded: 
It’s autobiographical in that it’s about the life of an actor. I’d never done a solo show so I 
wrote my own one-man show. The actual inspiration for the play I remember very clearly. 
(W. Zappa, interview, 1 November 2011) 
Zappa had been sitting backstage about to go on stage as Tenardier in Les Misérables. 
After playing the role for 10 years, he was eager for a change and was looking for a new 
project: 
I was sitting there with my makeup—a white-powdered face and rosy cheeks—and the 
music was coming over the tannoy. I was feeling bored and looking at my face in the 
mirror. Very slowly, I started changing the expression, while the music was going on. I just 
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went ‘Oh man, what an amazingly theatrical thing’. This very, very slow change of 
expression—because every time I blinked it was a new look. (W. Zappa, interview, 1 
November 2011) 
Zappa’s imagination was captured by the mask-like changes to his face, which he 
sensed could have considerable theatrical potential: ‘I thought, “I want to write a play 
that has that in it and because it’s such a theatrical thing, it’s got to be a play about an 
actor”’. Zappa acknowledged that he has had a relatively successful career and played a 
variety of roles; despite this, he had also experienced periods of time: 
when I’ve been out of work and I’ve been really depressed about it and also a feeling that I 
know that I share with so many other actors and that is never quite getting to where you 
want to get to. So, there are elements of that which are autobiographical, elements within 
the play—autobiographical with a little twist. (W. Zappa, interview, 1 November 2011) 
Zappa was so inspired by his own reflection and facial expressions that it led 
him to want to write a piece about an actor (like himself), drawing on his own and 
colleagues’ lived experiences. He also touched on the more pragmatic reason for 
creating and performing an autobiographical solo show, which was to have an 
economically viable artistic product that the performer owned, could market and be paid 
to perform, nationally and internationally. This is not an uncommon motivation for 
creating this kind of work, as Deidre Heddon observes: 
given that the only essential resource for such performances is the performer, it is 
potentially extremely economical. Creating a solo autobiographical show means literally 
creating a part for yourself. (2008, p. 18) 
The reasons, motivations and compulsions that influence and drive the decision to 
embark on a process that ends up with a performer standing alone on a stage telling 
stories about their life are multifaceted and complex. It would be too simplistic to 
conclude that all solo autobiographical performances are just about resolving a difficult 
relationship with a parent or family member, creating a ‘living eulogy’ to a close family  
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member, exploring one’s identity and sense of ‘self’ or drawing attention to the 
challenges of a particular community or country. However, as it emerged from my 
interviews, all of these factors featured as drivers. 
Family loomed large for most of the performers I interviewed. For Page, Capsis 
and Leiser-Moore, it was the closeness they felt to their families, or to a specific family 
member, that inspired their stories. In contrast, for Stitz, Thorne and Workman, it was 
family trauma or abuse that motivated them to perform. Thorne, Workman, Stitz, and 
Leiser-Moore felt a strong compulsion or obsession to tell their stories about their 
relationships with a parent. Family, in the sense of a community, underpinned much of 
Yang’s early work. His first major success, Sadness (1993), interwove the story of a 
murder in his family’s past with the story of his mother who had recently died, and with 
the stories of his friends in his gay ‘family’ who were being devastated by AIDS. 
Although Paul Dwyer downplayed family as a motivating factor, it was the 
family connection through his father’s work in, and siblings’ visits to, Bougainville that 
brought this particular restorative justice project to his mind. He recalled family slide 
nights with his father and the discovery, many years later, of the old slide projector and 
other objects belonging to his father, some of which he used in the show. Although 
Zappa’s initial inspiration came from playful reflections of himself in the mirror, he 
nevertheless dedicated his show to his daughter, Asha, and one of the main themes of 
his story was the relationship between a father and his child and the problems that arose 
from being an absentee father. 
As Tami Spry observes, ‘performative autobiography can be a site of narrative 
authority’ (2003, p. 169). Whether retreating behind the ‘fourth wall’ and the illusion of 
character, as Zappa did, or locating their stories in a wider socio-political context, as 
Dwyer did, the opportunity to perform a solo autobiographical show offered all the 
performers I interviewed a ‘site of narrative authority’ to share stories based on their 
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relationship with members of their own families and communities. The other, more 
prosaic, motivator that cannot be ignored was, for many of these performers, the offer of 
funding and the support of a theatre company or producer that instigated the work. In 
Zappa’s case, it was his boredom at performing in a long-running musical, combined 
with the desire to have some agency over his own working life, that motivated the work. 
Govan, Nicholson and Normington observe that ‘practitioners engage in 
autobiographical performance for a variety of reasons and this mode of working offers 
up particular methodological issues and formal conventions’ (2007, p. 72). Some of 
these reasons were identified in this first part of the chapter; I now turn to a 
consideration of the challenges of these ‘methodological issues’ and the creative 
processes of these nine Australian performers. 
Creative Processes and Methodologies 
The first part of this chapter examined the motivations and reasons given by the 
nine Australian performers for creating solo autobiographical performances. In this 
second part, I begin by describing the different creative processes used by these 
performers to generate and devise their material. I then discuss how they shaped their 
raw material into shows that not only reflected their unique life experiences, but also 
revealed their distinctive performance personae; theatrical styles; and strengths and 
skills as performers. My research into these performers provides valuable contextual 
information in relation to solo autobiographical performance as a genre. However, as 
my focus was practice-led research, I was interested—as a new practitioner of this 
genre—in gathering ideas, inspiration and creative methods that I could incorporate into 
my own practice and performance. Therefore, the investigation is not only contextual, 
but also methodological in relation to a heuristic inquiry. 
Even though two of the performers worked with established playwrights—Paul 
Capsis with Hilary Bell; David Page with Louis Nowra—their shows, and the shows of 
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all the others, were devised through a workshop process. Alison Oddey suggests in 
Devising Theatre that there is a ‘uniqueness of process and product for every group 
concerned’ (1994, p. 2); the same can be said for the groups that coalesced around most 
of the performers I interviewed. Oddey adds, ‘[t]he significance of this form of theatre 
is in the emphasis it places on an eclectic process requiring innovation, imagination, 
risk, and, above all, a commitment to the developing work’ (p. 2). Despite the 
eclecticism of the cohort, many of the performers shared similar processes and 
techniques to generate the material; but how each performer shaped and told their story 
differed markedly in content and style. This was largely determined by their training; 
previous experience; cultural background; performance strengths and weaknesses; the 
availability of time and financial resources; and the input of collaborators. 
For all nine performers, the time it took to create, develop and produce a solo 
show from inception to the final finished product varied from three months to six years. 
The time depended on a number of factors including the level of financial and 
production support; this in turn affected whether the creator/performer could devote 
themselves fulltime to the project; the performer’s and creative team’s availability; the 
different creative processes of each performer; and the opportunities and invitations to 
perform the work. 
David Page and Paul Capsis were invited by professional theatre companies 
(Belvoir St Theatre and Griffin Theatre respectively) to create and perform their shows. 
Both received a high level of creative and financial support to develop and produce their 
work, including a professional director, a writer/dramaturg, designers (set, sound, 
lighting), a rehearsal space and a theatre. They were also included in the theatre’s 
advertised programme and marketing strategy, which ensured they had an audience for 
at least four weeks (and, as it turned out, further seasons for both performers). 
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This level of support enabled them to focus entirely on the creative development 
of the show without having to also produce and market it, unlike most of other 
performers I interviewed. In addition, the provision of a writer/dramaturg to develop 
and co-write the script made a critical difference to the time it took to create Page’s and 
Capsis’s shows; the former took over three months to devise, and the latter, 12 months. 
Although these times seem quite long in light of the standard four- to six-week rehearsal 
period; compared with the other performers, who worked with far fewer resources and 
less support, they were relatively short (e.g., Deborah Leiser-Moore’s show took two, 
and Tim Stitz’s five, years to develop). 
Page met weekly with the writer/dramaturg, Louis Nowra, to tell and sort 
through hundreds of stories, Super 8 film clips and photographs. All the sessions were 
recorded on video and Nowra would then ‘map them to create a pathway easy enough 
for the audience to follow’. Page enjoyed the process of exploring his past: 
There were so many things that happened to me—as a child, a teenager to becoming an 
adult. It was like going to see a psychiatrist. Revisiting my childhood and remembering the 
stories of my family really made me more determined to create Page 8. (D. Page, interview, 
5 August 2011) 
As the script was being written, Page realised that: 
it’s actually a very interesting story full of parallels—being straight and being gay, being a 
window dresser and being a concreter, being a child star and being a normal kid. (quoted in 
Hilbig, 2014, p. 3)  
I discovered this same  ‘tension of opposites selves’ (Stone & Stone, 1994) emerging 
when I created my own show, which I discuss further in Chapter 5. Even though Page 
was working to a script, he allowed himself the flexibility to improvise. In her review, 
Angela Hilbig observes that: 
the show is well structured but as a one-man show, David has the freedom to ad-lib if 
desired. He said he once got bored and just added a whole new story—which completely 
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freaked out the stage manager! Every performance will be slightly different as there is 
always a different energy to each show. (2014, p. 5). 
In contrast, the process of creating his solo show, Angela’s Table, was not so 
enjoyable for Capsis. Initially reluctant to embark on the project, his decision to go 
ahead was strongly influenced by his previous positive experiences working with the 
director, Julian Meyrick. Capsis acknowledged that ‘This show would not have 
happened without Julian’ (P. Capsis, interview, 11 August 2011). For all the performers 
interviewed, considering the intimate and personal nature of the subject matter, trust 
played a large part in their decisions about who to work with or, alternatively, their 
decisions to work alone. Capsis acknowledged that he began the workshop process 
‘under a lot of strain’ as he was still grieving for his grandmother and in a legal battle 
with his family: 
Interestingly enough, the first week of Julian working with me and getting me to do all these 
exercises and memory exercises, visualisations, meditations—at the end of it, I felt light. 
Julian understood what I was going through so he was very careful. I thought I was going to 
be crying all the time and be an emotional wreck but because of the gentle way he did it, I 
came out lighter. It was very cathartic. (P. Capsis, interview, 11 August 2011) 
Meyrick requested Capsis to bring in objects belonging to his grandmother (e.g., 
cooking pots, her blanket, spectacles) and photographs, as well as pages of notes he had 
written about his memories of her life. Like Page and Nowra’s workshops, all the 
sessions were recorded: 
The most difficult thing he asked me to do was create the kitchen table: ‘I want you to be all 
your family. I want you, just as an exercise, to create a scenario you remember of when you 
were 11 or 12 years old. Your brother is there, your mother, your aunty, your grandfather 
and grandmother’. I went into the different roles, Julian recorded it and pretty much, word 
for word, that improvisation is what ended up in the play. (P. Capsis, interview, 11 August 
2011) 
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When Meyrick handed him the transcript and said ‘Here it is—exactly as you did it. I 
didn’t have to edit it as you did it like a script’, Capsis was greatly surprised: 
I went into it and I don’t know how I went or how I stopped—I just remember being my 
grandmother and being my brother, then my mum, then my aunty—and I forget about Julian 
and forgot about everything. I don’t know how long it went for. I just came out and thought 
Julian won’t use that. It was just a jumble of words and voices. (P. Capsis, interview, 11 
August 2011) 
However, not all of the material generated by Capsis was used word for word. 
Meyrick, with the dramaturgical assistance of Hilary Bell, edited and structured it into a 
series of what they called ‘postcards’. Despite developing a dramaturgical structure for 
Capsis’s material, Meyrick and Bell were at pains to respect his unique speech patterns 
and ways of expressing himself; they insisted that ‘It has to be Paul. It has to be his 
voice, his words, the construction of the sentences’. In terms of recalling family stories, 
Capsis attributed his good memory and his storytelling ability to his love of listening to 
stories: ‘I was always the listener. As a child, I was constantly bugging my grandmother 
to tell me about her life. I was obsessed with her stories’. 
Similarly, Tim Stitz’s show Lloyd Beckman, Beekeeper began with his desire to 
explore and understand his own family relationships and identity, which manifested in a 
fascination with family history and eight hours of recorded interviews with his 
grandfather, Lloyd. Working with a creative team of co-deviser/dramaturg, Kelly 
Soames and director Jane Woollard, Stitz worked from the transcripts of the interviews, 
improvised with objects that belonged to his grandfather (such as his briefcase, shaver, 
reel-to-reel tape recorder) and improvised with sound, music, props, images, honey and 
aromas. He also wrote a long letter to himself about how his father’s suicide had 
affected him. Everything was documented on large pieces of paper pinned to the wall. 
He also invited actor Max Gillies to take on a mentoring role by attending rehearsals 
and giving feedback. 
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The early decision to set the play in a representation of Lloyd’s granny flat and 
have the audience seated within the set created new possibilities to explore audience  
participation. Stitz’s creative development process, which included performances to test 
the material, took place over a period of five years and resulted in him writing 15 drafts 
before finalising the script: 
This is the first time I have ever written or devised myself. I’ve been in a lot of Australian 
plays but I had never done anything like this, apart from Playback Theatre, but that’s other 
people’s stories. I know this story and I know myself—I’ll start with something 
autobiographical. Perhaps there was a need for a catharsis for me to potentially work 
through as an artist, create pictures, play with music, sound, images or physically embody 
things in the devising process. We used a lot of props. I’m not someone who sits at a 
computer and writes. (T. Stitz, interview, 23 June 2011) 
Similarly, Meme Thorne’s process for creating her solo show Burying Mother, 
which was performed at Belvoir St Theatre as part of an Asian Theatre Festival (1996) 
involved improvising and workshopping on the floor: ‘I am not a writer. I don’t see 
myself as a writer. My strengths are as a performer. The show was written and created 
in the rehearsal room’ (M. Thorne, interview, 4 November 2011). Thorne worked 
closely with her colleagues from Sidetrack Performance Group, Jai McHenry 
(director/dramaturg) and Peter Wells (sound), with input from performer/director, Nigel 
Kellaway: 
I knew I wanted to make this show and I knew a lot of it would be ugly and painful. I had 
many years of looking at the demons in my cupboard and in my mind and heart and coming 
to terms with it in a constructive way. I asked Jai to direct it because she knew me well; we 
worked together for more than 10 years; she understood my style; we come from the same 
place. I knew she had a really good eye. (M. Thorne, interview, 4 November 2011) 
It was also important to Thorne that even though she knew the material was emotionally 
challenging, the piece would not be like a ‘psychological therapy session’ […] I really 
did not want that. I just wanted to say that some people go through this sort of situation 
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in their lives’. Once again, the importance of trust with respect to the choice of 
collaborators emerges, along with the sharing of a theatrical language and style. 
Thorne, whose background was very much part of the contemporary 
performance scene in Sydney, saw herself, accordingly, as a ‘contemporary 
performance maker’ rather than an actor, and wanted her work to reflect that. She had 
also trained in the Suzuki method and wanted: 
to bring those sorts of aesthetics and form to the content. Stylistically, I wanted to play 
around with notions of time and space. I wanted it to be a film on stage. So I had a team of 
people that I brought together who I thought would help me create this world. (M. Thorne, 
interview, 4 November 2011) 
As part of their three-month creative development, Thorne and McHenry experimented 
with specific images, movement sequences (including a Buddhist funeral ritual), text, 
objects, photos, songs, wigs, material and lighting. ‘I work very visually’, she told me: 
I see things. The words come later and often I need help with that. I’d say to Jai, ‘I have this 
impulse to move in this way when I think of this’ and she’d say ‘let’s try to write this 
down’. Everything was documented on large pieces of butcher’s paper, which were stuck on 
the rehearsal room wall. I ended up with 30 pieces of paper and I had physical sequences, 
images and songs. We would put them together and create a through-line that would tell a 
story but obviously not a narrative. (M. Thorne, interview, 4 November 2011) 
Like Thorne, Deborah Leiser-Moore is a contemporary performance maker familiar 
with processes of collaboration. At different stages through her two-year creative 
development for Cordelia-Mein Kind she brought in a director and co-creator (Meredith 
Rogers), a choreographer (Sally Smith) and a dramaturg (Ari Roth). Initially, Leiser-
Moore had intended the show to be performed by others rather than herself: 
I got a grant to do a creative development with these two beautiful actors and I was going to 
direct it. The process wasn’t working well. It shouldn’t have been hard but I couldn’t get out 
of these performers what I had inside of myself. We did research, watched the film clips. 
We did a whole lot of stuff and it just wasn’t manifesting in a way that felt right. What I 
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realised was that it was my work, my show, my life, my father, my personal story. Not that 
anyone else can’t do your work, but in this case, it firstly had to be told by me. It’s very 
personal. (D. Leiser-Moore, interview, 2 December, 2009) 
Once she decided it was to be her own solo show, ‘ideas came flooding in’ and it 
became clear to her ‘what I wanted and how I wanted to do it’. She did more filming of 
her father and research based on the idea of the ‘mapping of the journeys, mapping of 
the self and mapping of the body’. In terms of her creative process, Leiser-Moore 
admitted that ‘I have a chaotic way of doing things’, driven by ‘obsession’ and looking 
at everything through the lens of making the work: 
I get ideas at strange times. I have a piece of paper next to me in the car, which is really 
dangerous. Or when I listen to a piece of music. When I am in the middle of making a work, 
everything relates to the work. I can be anywhere. In the middle of watching a show, I have 
to get a piece of paper and write it down. It has to be written down or I do little diagrams or 
play with programs on the computer. (D. Leiser-Moore, interview, 2 December, 2009) 
Leiser-Moore then explored these ideas in the studio through improvisation and 
movement, with the assistance of Meredith Rogers as co-creator and director. This 
period of experimentation and material generation was followed by careful editing and 
juxtaposing of the text with the film of the Jewish King Lear, the video clips of her 
father and the movement sequences. The dramaturg, Ari Roth, was shown the work and 
based on his notes, further editing and rewriting took place; this gave the work more 
structure and precision. 
For Leiser-Moore, Thorne, Stitz, Capsis and Page, the dramaturg played a 
critical role in the devising process. As Turner and Behrndt observe, in devising work: 
the content, form and structure are determined as the process unfolds. The performance text 
is, to put it simply, ‘written’ not before but as a consequence of the process. Devising 
processes tend to reflect the particular places, spaces and people involved and the 
immediate contexts of the work tend to be woven into the performance. The compositional 
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challenge is therefore to define and shape the material from the living process and from the 
dialogue between the people involved (2008, p. 170). 
In addition to the input of a dramaturg, Leiser-Moore scheduled work-in-progress 
showings to gauge the response of a live audience: 
I am big believer in long developments and showings along the way. You never know until 
you get your audience there—this is what theatre is all about. Then you get a response. This 
show was in development for over two years. Because you are in love with it and so 
involved with it and you think things are clear—so it’s really interesting to get an 
audience’s responses. It’s a bit like putting together a jigsaw even though there is a clear 
narrative living underneath it. (D. Leiser-Moore, interview, 2 December 2009) 
Paul Dwyer’s starting point was embarking on a post-doctoral research project 
into restorative justice, which gradually evolved into an emergent and collaborative 
creative development process over a period of six years. Following his initial research 
in Australia and fieldwork in Bougainville, the research became practice led when he 
offered to be part of a panel on performance and ethnography at an Australasian 
Association of Theatre, Drama and Performance Studies (ADSA) conference in 2005. 
After his anthropologist colleague Lowell Lewis withdrew from the panel at the last 
minute, he invited David Williams, artistic director of the theatre company Version 1.0 
to help him prepare for it: 
I said ‘David, you can help me give a slightly performative telling of a few stories from my 
trip to Bougainville. We’ll just have to bang some stuff together’. So we met over the 
course of a few afternoons showing a few stories and slides. My academic colleagues loved 
it. They said ‘This is so engaging and although it’s not a thesis that you’re offering us, it’s 
rich with ideas and it’s affecting. I think you are enacting your struggle to deal ethically 
with Bougainvillean people, this historical legacy of colonialism and also to understand the 
nature of your father’s work-for better or worse’. (P. Dwyer, interview, 25 August 2011) 
Encouraged by the positive response, Dwyer then showed the material to a group 
consisting of his own family, colleagues and his Bougainvillean friends in Sydney, with 
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the intention of creating an opportunity for dialogue and feedback, which also produced 
‘moments of tension’: 
One was that a number of my siblings thought ‘There’s too much stuff about Dad—you 
need to come back to the theme of reconciliation’. On the other hand, Moses Havani [a 
Bougainvillean] said ’I disagree. It’s hugely significant for as Bougainvilleans to actually 
know what your father’s standing was. What an extraordinary man. What an amazing and 
beautiful thing that he came to Bougainville at the height of his profession. (P. Dwyer, 
interview, 25 August 2011) 
He also received valuable feedback from a colleague who said: 
‘I related your Dad’s orthopaedic surgery to the images you showed of the Panguna mine, 
which looks like a giant wound or scar on the landscape and the mountain ridges which are 
like a spine. I interpreted your Dad’s stuff not just as biographical material but also 
metaphorically relevant’. I’m glad she said that because it always struck me. (P. Dwyer, 
interview, 25 August 2011) 
Similar to Tami Spry, Dwyer acknowledged his interest in ‘ethnographic modes 
of analysing performance practices’, particularly those developed by ethnographer 
Dwight Conquergood, who wrote about ‘performance-sensitive ways of knowing’ 
(1998, p. 26). Enjoying the relative luxury of a fulltime academic position, in which 
ongoing research is a requirement, Dwyer was able to spend a much longer time 
engaged in both practice-led research and fieldwork, punctuated by work-in-progress 
showings in Australia and Bougainville. These showings provided him with valuable 
feedback that he could incorporate into the next draft of the script and the next 
performance. 
The workshops with director David Williams consisted of Dwyer telling stories 
and exploring ideas with the feedback and input from Williams: ‘David’s great skill’, 
Dwyer recalled, ‘was to stop me running off at the mouth’. Objects, too, played an 
important part in his process and Dwyer brought to the rehearsal room his own 
notebooks and field notes; objects belonging to his father, for example, his medical 
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equipment; and maps, archival documents and old film and video footage. Performances 
were recorded on video and played back as part of the development process. Later on, 
video artist Sean Bacon was brought in to work with the video and photographic 
materials, which became increasingly important to the process: 
The play took shape through a process of evolution. I had a bunch of stories to tell and it 
was about what context does the audience need to understand them. Part of that context was 
visual. If I mention a massacre in Bougainville, it’s powerful for the audience to know 
where that place is. I’ve been there, it’s here. In his book Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes 
talks about the fundamental gesture of photography is that whatever else a photo does, it 
points. This thing happened, this person was here. (P. Dwyer, interview, 25 August 2011) 
How central photography became to the project is reflected in the play’s title The 
Bougainville Photoplay Project, which indicates the importance of photographs to the 
structure and style of the work. Dwyer also acknowledged the influence of William 
Yang and ‘how photography can bring the past into the present’. In this transaction, 
Dwyer perceived a ‘fundamental tension between the past to which the photograph is 
testimony and the present moment in which the photo is being talked about’. 
Over the last 25 years, Yang has developed a particular creative process that has 
produced a distinctive style and format; he described this as ‘a combination of talking, 
images and music’. Yang begins his process by placing his photographs in a particular 
order on a light box, with the focus on creating a story or narrative through-line with the 
images: 
It’s story. It’s a narrative. Firstly, I need to have the images or I’ve got nothing to tell the 
story over. I’ve learnt how to fudge it quite well, like they do in documentaries. There are 
images of houses and landscapes, where you can go  
back in time. I’ll also use old photos—especially in the piece about my family. But I have to 
work off the photos. (W. Yang, interview, 13 August 2011) 
He then develops the story to accompany the photographs:  
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It’s a spoken story. It’s very important to tell the story to a person. That’s the process. An 
honest story told with the person sitting there is the strongest theatre there is. It’s better than 
actors because it’ s real. (W. Yang, interview, 13 August 2011) 
Remaining true to the oral tradition of spoken storytelling, and like Spalding Gray, 
whose work he admired, Yang tells the stories into an audio-recording device: 
The evolution of the stories is that you keep talking them, in the true storytelling tradition 
and they take their own shape. I record a lot, when I do a development. Then I write it 
down. As a storyteller, there is one best way to say something and it’s the shortest way—
nothing extraneous. It’s the arrangement of the words, the structure of the sentence that is 
important. So the ultimate thing for me is always the script. (W. Yang, interview, 13 August 
2011) 
The creative development process generally takes Yang about two years, during which 
time he is also performing his other shows. He has been financially supporting himself 
on a fulltime basis for the past eight years through creating and performing his own solo 
work, and is well supported by various arts funding bodies and professional theatre 
companies. His attitude to the work is quite pragmatic: ‘You need some money from 
somewhere to get them up. If I didn’t get the grant or funding, I wouldn’t do them’. As 
part of his creative development, Yang often travels and documents his journey with 
photographs. In one example, he described his process for creating the show China 
(2008), when he was invited to The Lambing Flat Festival in Young with a busload of 
60 fellow Chinese–Australians: 
The Lambing Flat Riot is when the European diggers drove the Chinese off the goldfields in 
1861. So I went up there to find out more about it. The trip and this event formed the basis 
of the story. This provided me with a central event to hang the whole story on. From there I 
went up to China to do more research. My pieces are a bit like this—they come together in 
this unexpected way—where I’m given something because I’m looking for it. It’s always 
good if you have an historical context for your story. (W. Yang, interview, 13 August 2011) 
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Unlike the previous performers discussed, Yang prefers to work by himself and does 
not use a director or dramaturg: 
I have invited people in. I have worked with directors but I haven’t liked it. They give you 
direction and somehow you feel you have to do that—and really, I know best. It’s a matter 
of listening to the audience—you can feel when they are engaged or not. In my storytelling 
workshops, I tell them ‘Listen, listen to your audience’. (W. Yang, interview, 13 August 
2011) 
Michael Workman also prefers to work alone. He described his creative process as 
beginning with a ‘revelatory, rapturous experience—a persistent image, feeling or 
music that keeps bombarding me until I capture it and write it down as a show’. He does 
this by: 
getting three large pieces of paper marked with Beginning, Middle and End and then 
arranging stories into where they fit and start connecting them up. Eventually, it will 
become a 14 to 16-page script, which I make note after note on and re-edit that down. I will 
go through 10 or 12 drafts and add performance  
notes, blocking, lighting, music and artwork. (M. Workman, interview, 26 November 2011) 
Workman was clear that he ‘won’t let anyone else touch it’. Through his experience in 
performing stand-up comedy, he has developed a trust in himself and in adapting his 
material to the immediate responses of his audience, which is similar to William Yang’s 
approach: 
I can tell what people like and don’t like. Also, I am taking in a lot of information from the 
audience as I’m performing. By the time I get offstage and go home, I’ve got a whole new 
three or four pages of notes. (M. Workman, interview, 26 October 2011) 
Like Thorne and Leiser-Moore, Workman thinks in images: 
When the show is being written, it’s really being written in images—not words. Words are 
just my struggle to paint the same images I have in my head, which I want to get into 
everyone else’s head. Occasionally, there are things that don’t translate into words and I 
make them into pictures. Apart from that, it’s good to break up the story with other media. 
(M. Workman, interview, 26 October 2011) 
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The creative development process for The Ogre was emotionally challenging for 
Workman: 
It was a highly emotional process where I would break down and then had to build myself 
up again. So much goes into the creation of a show, especially The Ogre; not only because it 
was personal but because it was a huge hurdle in my career. There were times when I was 
curled up in a ball crying because of the show. (M. Workman, interview, 26 October 2011) 
Similar feelings of being emotionally challenged while they worked on their solo 
autobiographical shows were expressed by Capsis, Stitz, Page and Thorne. However, all 
of them, including Workman, acknowledged that the rehearsal process and learning of 
the lines and blocking assisted them to become more detached by the time of the first 
performance: 
There were some concerns expressed that I wouldn’t be able to perform The Ogre because 
of the intense nature of it. I found that through the repetition of the script and resolving a lot 
of the conflict through the writing made it OK in the end. My father was in the audience on 
the last night of the run in Perth and I managed to keep it together. (M. Workman, 
interview, 26 October 2011) 
Taking a different approach, William Zappa chose to reduce his feelings of vulnerability 
by creating distance from his own lived experience (and his audience) through playing a 
character, Robert Winter. However, this character (who was an actor very similar to 
himself) became a conduit for Zappa’s own and other actors’ personal stories: 
I wanted it to be a play, like any other play, where the audience are witnesses. They are not 
the other person being talked to; most one-person shows use the audience as the other 
person. I specifically wanted it to be a fourth wall play. (W. Zappa, interview, 1 November 
2011) 
The first draft of the script for Winter’s Discontent, his first play, was written by Zappa 
in a week, based on four pages of notes he had made backstage during the run of Les 
Misérables. The first reading took place in his own home before a group of friends and 
colleagues. A second draft was written before it was workshopped for a week with 
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director Maeliosa Stafford, and performed at the Rex Cramphorn Studio, as part of an 
O’Punsky Theatre residency with the University of Sydney’s Department of 
Performance Studies, followed by a Q&A session: 
It was interesting having a discussion with the audience afterwards because people focused 
on different things. You have to weigh them all up but in the end you have to write the play 
you want to write. You can’t write the play other people want. (W. Zappa, interview, 1 
November 2011) 
One of Zappa’s reasons for creating the show was that it represented a vehicle for his 
extensive acting skills that would allow him to demonstrate his ability to transform 
himself through the use of movement and voice. Zappa saw the work as ‘a celebration 
of the craft of acting’ as well as providing the audience with a greater insight into the 
challenges of the life of the actor, both on and off the stage. Zappa also saw the play as 
a vehicle to discuss issues that were personally important to him: 
The play is filled with things that I feel passionate about. I feel passionate about the 
relationship between a father and his child, when you are away a lot with work. I feel 
passionate about the arguments you have with your partner about the value of your work 
just because you happen to have six months out of work. (W. Zappa, interview, 1 November 
2011) 
However, the biggest challenge Zappa faced with the show was actually producing it 
and, in particular, securing funding: 
The learning curve has been around the whole thing of producing it and trying to get people 
interested in it. In the play, he does have a bit of a rant about government funding for the 
arts. I’ve had a bee in my bonnet about the affordability of theatre for quite a few years 
now. (W. Zappa, interview, 1 November 2011) 
As was the case for all the performers (including myself) who produced their work 
without institutional support or adequate funding, Zappa found himself having to fill 
many roles. For the Adelaide Fringe Festival, he had to organise his own publicity: 
  
99 
I can’t believe this. I’m 52 years old and I’m handing out leaflets to a show nobody is going 
to come and see. But it was also very exciting because this was my first solo piece and the 
first piece I had written. One of the interesting things I experienced in Adelaide was that 
because the piece was almost newborn, even during the show, I was still writing it. So 
during a speech, I would go off, and I actually lost my place several times because I was 
improvising, thinking ‘I can take this a bit further’. Almost after every show I would do a 
little re-write. (W. Zappa, interview, 1 November 2011) 
Following the Adelaide Fringe season, Zappa received invitations to perform at the 
Dublin Fringe Festival and for a six-week season at The Ensemble Theatre in Sydney. 
As was the case for all the performers I interviewed, Zappa communicated a high 
degree of passion and commitment to his craft and work, together with the courage to 
push through the professional, financial, creative and emotional challenges to create and 
perform their stories. 
The creative processes and methodologies used by my interviewees reflected 
Mermikides and Smart’s definition of devising in Devising in Process as: 
centring on a certain playful openness: to a range of stimuli: to creative risk and 
experimentation: to the views and input of a variety of participants: to change and 
development throughout the performance even beyond the first performance. (2010, p. 28) 
It was clear from both the interviews and my experience of their work that all that these 
performers drew strongly on their professional experience and technical expertise as 
well as their self-awareness: they had the ability to trust themselves, and to trust their 
own creative processes, methods and performance styles. One of the major challenges 
they faced was to create a structure (a narrative or through-line) that contained the 
major stories and themes drawn from their own lived experiences. Either on their own, 
or with the help of a dramaturg/writer, the performers employed different dramaturgical 
strategies that enabled their stories to be communicated clearly to their audiences. The 
other challenge, and one that is particular to solo autobiographical performance, was the 
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importance of developing a performance persona, and how this reciprocally interacted 
with each performer’s performance style. 
Persona and Performance Style 
Perhaps the area where these performers differed most from each other was in 
their choices of onstage personae and the styles of performance that emerged in relation 
to these. Although William Zappa deliberately retreated from directly addressing his 
audiences as himself, all the other performers adopted a stage persona that was based 
explicitly on their own autobiographies. This is, after all, the point of solo 
autobiographical performance: to be the person who is telling their own story. 
Nevertheless, as Spalding Gray realised, the ‘performed self’ is a theatrically heightened 
version of the performer offstage. Tami Spry asserts that the performance persona is 
‘constructed’: 
In the autobiographic text, you are performing a self (a you) that you constructed; that self is 
a persona that you will seek to embody in performance. There are in a sense, two complex 
constructions of self occurring in performing performative autobiography. There are you the 
persona and you the performer. The persona is the crafted articulation, a critical 
construction of self—of you—as she/you exist in the story. This persona is the self that 
exists in the particular time of the autoethnographic text, the self carefully constructed 
through agency and representation, by the elements for composing performative  
autoethnography; it is the self created from the courage to be vulnerable to critical 
reflection. (2011, p. 173) 
Each of my interviewees had a distinctive persona closely related to their personalities, 
but it was how they embodied this theatrically that gave them their particular styles of 
performance. 
David Page’s stage persona was of a down-to-earth, open, energetic, young man 
intent on sharing his and his family’s story with a sense of warmth, honesty and a 
cheeky sense of humour. He had an engaging, vibrant presence, supported by a sinuous 
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physicality and what comes across as a relaxed and natural storytelling style. For Page, 
the form of his work was strongly influenced by his own Indigenous culture:  
Black fellas are really good at storytelling. We never wrote anything down but we can 
verbally tell a story. We can paint it, we can sing it. we can play it instrumentally—it’s all 
oral. (Hilbig, 2014, p. 30)  
Page was also able to draw on his wide range of skills and professional experience as a 
storyteller, actor, singer, dancer and drag artist, supported by recorded music, video and 
old Super 8 film clips to tell his story. 
Capsis, a seasoned cabaret performer, is known for his larger-than-life theatrical 
style and stage presence, but this is not what appeared in Angela’s Table. His director, 
Julian Meyrick, wanted him to keep the storytelling and the performance style simple 
and minimal: no singing, no makeup or stylised costume; with a simple set of a kitchen 
cupboard, table and chairs: 
Julian had me work in a particular way and I’m not used to that kind of storytelling. He 
would say to me ’Less, less, less. Don’t romanticise it with your voice. Just give it to us 
straight’. I think then when I became my grandmother and all the characters, they stand out. 
(P. Capsis, interview, 11 August 2011) 
His stage persona for Angela’s Table was a stripped-back version of Capsis, rather than 
the more theatrical persona audiences were used to seeing when he performed his 
cabaret show or became his usual extravagant characters in plays. 
Thorne’s persona was very much informed by her Suzuki training, which gave 
her performance a high degree of physical discipline that manifested in extreme stillness 
and focus. The effect of this on Thorne’s work is described by Yana Taylor: 
[Thorne] speaks—a massively low-pitched voice explodes from a poised still body—a 
channelling of person/identity—a possession-like state of enacting. Her unshifting gaze is 
far away. ‘Rose’, her mother just arrives here, a pivoting sculpture on the stool in front of 
the mirror. It’s like Rose drops into her body and Meme evacuates. Attention to the finest 
details of the surface construction of a personality, one long observed and recorded in 
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memory. A fierce body twist—she jumps instantly into an undecided persona—then to 
another point of focus to speak to us as little girl daughter through the mirror—voice 
displaces persona—two in one body simultaneously. (1998, p. 47) 
Thorne embodied and transformed herself into both her mother and herself as a child as 
well as creating a filmic effect through a combination of her physicality and the use of 
music. 
Leiser-Moore describes her piece on her own website as ‘a duet for film and live 
body’. Like Thorne, she trained in the Suzuki method. However, her theatrical style and 
persona differed from those of Thorne. Rather than embodying her parent as Thorne 
does, she let her father tell his own story via film clips and she created a dialogue, 
responding to him as herself, sometimes through spoken text but principally through 
movement. Leiser-Moore has a strong but gentle presence that speaks in a language she 
describes on her website (2017) as ‘gestural, poetic, direct and physical’. In his review, 
Peter Seaborn observes her ‘gentle mastery of space and her body’s line through it’ 
showing both ‘her raw strength and elemental grace’ (2014, p. 1). However, Leiser-
Moore did not see it as ‘playing herself’: 
I don’t see it like this. When I am making the work, I always refer to the person performing 
it, which is me, as ‘she does this’. I see it as a moving artwork. I know it’s from my own life 
stories but I see it as a piece of art—it’s over there. Not just theatre. I went into performance 
to explore both the physical and visual. I see it externally. However, I’m not distant from it 
as I’m part of it. (D. Leiser-Moore, interview, 2 December 2009) 
In sharp contrast to the overt theatricality and abstraction of the work of contemporary 
performers, Leiser-Moore and Thorne, Tim Stitz created naturalistic characters within a 
detailed representational setting, played out in real time. Based on years of observation 
and hours of recorded interviews, he created and performed an imitation of his 80-year-
old grandfather, Lloyd Beckman, as well as performing himself, the Grandson, in his 
twenties. Whereas Lloyd was clearly representational, (a character based on a real 
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person), Stitz described the theatrical version of himself as ‘a construct—a theatrical 
form of who I am’ (T. Stitz, interview, 23 June 2011). In another interview with Paul 
Andrew, Stitz goes on to explain that: 
[t]he work is autobiographical and it’s very much a meditation and picture of me at a certain 
time in my life. The Grandson character very much feels like Tim in his mid-20s—
discovering my adult identity, seeing my grandparents beginning to decline. (Andrew, 
2011) 
Distinguishing Stitz’s work from that of the other performers is that he located the 
performance in a set, which was a detailed reconstruction of Lloyd’s actual granny flat. 
The audience was seated within the flat and included in the action, through conversation 
with Lloyd, as well as being offered tea and honey by the elderly beekeeper. 
Unlike Stitz, Dwyer felt that he was ‘never a good actor’ and did not have the 
skills ‘to keep the fiction alive’. This frank acknowledgement of his weakness as a 
certain type of performer was balanced by his strengths as a good communicator and 
storyteller: ‘I do know how to deal with an audience’. He drew on these skills by 
establishing the persona of ‘Dr Paul Dwyer’ from the outset, and like Stitz, established a 
communicative rapport with his audience: 
Students talk about my lectures as being highly performative and I regale them with all sorts 
of anecdotes and ad-libbing. The opening line of the show is ‘Good evening and welcome, I 
am Dr Paul Dwyer from the University of Sydney’. Sometimes I get a laugh but it’s really 
my way of settling into the show and after 5–10 minutes, it feels like we are less in a theatre 
and more in a tutorial room—but a tutorial room that has the capacity to feel like it’s my 
lounge room. (P. Dwyer, interview, 25 August 2011) 
Although the style of Stitz’s and Dwyer’s work was quite different, both found 
strategies to open a communication with the audience, whether by direct address, used 
by Dwyer or by engaging them in the action, as did Stitz. 
However, being able to manage an audience well is a critical survival skill one 
has to learn to be successful in the world of stand-up comedy. Before creating and 
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performing his autobiographical show, Michael Workman had already spent a year on 
the comedy circuit and had won the Raw Comedy competition at the 2010 Melbourne 
International Comedy Festival. 
On Workman’s Facebook page (2013), comedian Will Anderson describes 
Workman as ‘equal parts brilliant and bizarre, Michael is one of the most original 
voices on the scene in years’. In an interview with Dom Romero, Workman 
acknowledges the early influence of what he describes as ‘surrealist comics in Perth’ 
whose ‘art seemed kind of bizarre’ (2010, p. 2). Tall and thin, with dark, intense eyes, 
black nail polish, tattoos and dressed in black, Workman could easily be mistaken for a 
‘goth’, delivering his dark yet whimsical story of The Ogre with a deadpan delivery and 
in a slightly affected English accent. Workman originally played in a goth band and 
‘still enjoys the aesthetic’ (p. 2). 
Watching him perform the show in a comedy venue, where there was an 
expectation that everything was going to be funny, the audience was taken by surprise 
when the material became darker and more serious. He explained his strategy: 
I am not interested in just making people laugh. I am interested in making people feel 
something real and I can get away with doing that by making them laugh first. Laughter 
breaks down inhibitions and makes people less self-conscious and more willing to accept 
bigger ideas. If I just came out and started spitting out big ideas, it might be interesting but 
wouldn’t have any effect. (M. Workman, interview, 26 October 2011) 
In this last sentence, Workman revealed that the key to engaging his audience lay in 
how he structured his material: initially he seduced them with laughter before leading 
them to more emotionally challenging topics. 
For William Yang, structure was equally crucial to engaging his audience, as he 
said ‘You need a story hook’. Although stylistically quite different to Workman, Yang 
displayed an experienced storyteller’s understanding of capturing his audience: ‘In the 
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first 10 minutes, you have to hook the audience in and also your main story has to come 
up, which will carry you through the piece’ (W. Yang, interview, 13 August 2011).  
In contrast to the more theatrical persona projected by Workman, Yang’s was 
understated and simple. With his notes before him, and speaking in a soft, measured 
voice, Yang delivered his stories that embodied stillness and personal connection to the 
audience. The primary elements of Yang’s performances were his photographs; it was 
in how he wove his stories through these that he created his persona of the 
photographer–storyteller: 
I have to have confidence in myself as the persona, the storyteller and know that I can tell 
the story. There are much more grandiose stories than mine, which is why it’s important to 
be confident. (W. Yang, interview, 13 August 2011) 
Yang’s confidence is attested to by Keith Gallasch who writes in his review of My 
Generation that: 
Yang’s performance persona across two decades has been remarkably stable. His 
confidence as a performer has certainly grown, but the basic ingredients, a coolish, if 
affable, slow delivery, short constructed sentences and physical fixity before a microphone 
all persist. (2010, p.2) 
Unlike Yang, William Zappa, as discussed earlier, did not want to create a solo show 
where he was ‘the storyteller’ talking directly to the audience. For Winter’s Discontent 
he did not create a persona, in the sense being discussed and articulated by Spry as a 
‘critical construction of self’, but rather a fictional character, ‘Robert Winter’. Like 
Zappa, Winter was also an actor who Zappa had chosen to present in a fictional setting, 
sitting backstage before a performance, from where he spoke both to himself and to his 
audience through the mirror. 
There is a paradoxical truthfulness in this decision: Zappa the actor has chosen 
to represent himself through the character of an actor. Therefore, although the degree of 
fictional distance between Zappa and Robert Winter was greater than with the other 
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performers, it was a construction that allowed him to feel comfortable to reveal content 
based on his own life and career: 
How much of the character is me? It’s so close to me—and it requires me to use a lot of my 
skills. I think that was the great thing about Robert Winter. I wanted it to be a celebration of 
the craft of acting. For example, my years as a movement teacher, I wanted this to part of 
the piece. The transformation. It’s something I do, transform. (W. Zappa, interview 1 
November 2011) 
Zappa also observed that audiences responded to the personal elements that emerged 
through his construction of Robert Winter. An audience member, struggling with 
cancer, saw the show and later wrote to Zappa: ‘I saw your play last night and I realised, 
like Robert, I can go on. It doesn’t matter how bad it is’. Zappa ‘burst into tears’ when 
he read this, but he also realised that Robert was an ‘Everyman character’ and that there 
were ‘so many aspects of our lives that we share and it happens that this character is 
displaying it in public’. Workman offered a similar observation: ‘You never tell just 
your story; you tell everyone else’s story through yourself’. Both Zappa and Workman 
identified a theme that ran through all of the interviews with these performers: they all 
felt strongly that both the particularity and the universality of their own stories were 
worth sharing and that they would resonate with each audience member’s own life 
experiences and challenges. 
Summary 
Just as the different personae that these performers presented were varied and 
multidimensional; the creative processes, methodologies and theatrical styles that they 
drew on also covered a wide spectrum. At one end of the spectrum, methodologies for 
generating the content involved the more traditional solitary scriptwriting process 
(based on the actual lived experience of the performer), improvising and recording life  
stories on video and audio and then transcribing them on to the page. At the other end of 
the spectrum, content was generated through both movement and text-based 
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improvisation, through dialogue with collaborators and via visual images, metaphors, 
objects and sound. 
Each of the performers used a different approach in the initial stages of creating 
their shows. Workman and Zappa wrote their scripts by themselves, and both were 
initially inspired by strong visual images; however, Zappa developed further drafts 
through readings and workshops, whereas Workman tested his material onstage alone. 
Yang also preferred to work alone, but in terms of his process he began not with text, 
but with his images; he then audio-recorded his stories, which he then transcribed and 
juxtaposed with the pre-selected photographs. Page and Capsis also began by recording 
their stories, but unlike Yang, they worked with a professional writer and dramaturg, 
who then created a structure, ‘map’ or through-line for the stories, in the form of a 
written script. 
Dwyer’s creative process drew on his own ethnographic research and writing as 
well as workshops with a director, which included working with objects, maps, 
photographs and film clips. Similarly, Stitz used a combination of devising and writing 
processes from transcribing interviews with his grandfather, and experimenting with a 
specific set, props, sound, music, images, honey and aromas. He engaged in an 
extensive workshop process with a director and other collaborators. He also drew on his 
own self-reflections through a long letter he wrote to himself about his father’s suicide. 
Thorne and Leiser-Moore’s methodologies reflected both their Suzuki training 
and their experience in the contemporary performance scene, in which work 
characteristically draws upon the creation of material through improvisation and 
workshopping with collaborators; this included a director in both cases. Both used 
movement and text-based creative processes supported by visual images, sound and 
film. Thorne, like Stitz, Dwyer and Workman, documented everything on large pieces 
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of paper that she pinned to the wall, so she could easily reference where she was in her 
process. 
In every case, the choice of writing or devising processes and the resulting 
theatrical styles of the performances corresponded to each performer’s particular 
strengths and weaknesses, together with their training and other creative influences. 
Despite these different processes and approaches, without exception, the final product 
was always a written script, some of which have since been published: Angela’s Table 
(2012), Lloyd Beckman—Beekeeper (2011), The Bougainville Photoplay Project (2010), 
Sadness (1993), China (2008) and Winter’s Discontent (2012). The publication of these 
scripts creates the possibility of these works being performed by someone other than the 
original performer/creator. When asked how she would feel about someone else 
performing her show, Leiser-Moore responded: 
It would be interesting to see someone do Cordelia. There’s no reason why not. People can 
do it. Even though it is my personal story (incredibly personal), the fact that I feel someone 
else can do it means that it has a wider universality. But it’s complicated because the work 
is not only text. A lot of language is in the body and in the visuals and so it is not as simple 
as ‘here is the text, go and perform it’. (D. Leiser-Moore, interview, 2 December 2009) 
Leiser-Moore’s comments highlight the intensely personal and idiosyncratic nature of 
the solo autobiographical performance in relation to its content, the unique persona of 
the performer and its theatrical style. It also links us back to the first part of this chapter, 
which identified these performers’ highly personal motivations and reasons for creating 
their shows in the first place. All the performers drew on material about their family and 
stated that one of the main reasons or motivations for creating the show was to explore, 
resolve or ‘honour the spirit’ of a key family relationship and/or their relationship with a 
particular community. Even though some of the performers, including Dwyer and 
Zappa, wanted to distance themselves from the personal nature of the material, these 
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key relationships nevertheless seemed to underpin their stories (Dwyer’s father; Zappa’s 
partner and daughter). 
Several of the performers stated they felt lighter and more resolved as a result of 
creating and performing the show, as if they had laid something to rest. This was 
particularly the case for Page, Capsis, Stitz, Workman and Thorne. Working with one’s 
own personal stories as raw material for a solo show can be emotionally challenging, as 
one is engaged in what Keith Bryant Alexander describes as an ‘autoethnographic 
process’ of ‘making sense of the past’; where the performer is required to ‘reflectively 
bend back on oneself and look more deeply at self–other interactions’ (1999, p. 300). 
This description is particularly relevant for the performer who is coming to 
terms with a legacy of an unacknowledged or unresolved family relationship that has 
affected their sense of self. When the poet Rabindranath Tagore wrote in his poem Stray 
Birds (1916) ‘When I stand before you at the end of the day, you shall see my scars and 
know that I had my wounds and also my healing’, he could have been describing the 
journey of some of these solo performers. Paul Levy writes of ‘the wound’ as the 
motivation to heal and transform ourselves: 
Through our wound, we become introduced to the realisation that we are participating in a 
process in which we step out of identifying with ourselves in a personal way that is separate 
from others, and we step into new clothes that are custom-tailored just for us, a ‘novel’ role 
which requires a more all-embracing and expansive identity (2010, p. 1). 
Some of these performers, in drawing on material and relationships from their own 
lives, were in the process of rewriting their life stories, their family or community’s 
stories; and in some cases, transforming their own sense of themselves. As the audience, 
we witness stories of personal and collective learning and transformation, taking place 
within specific social, cultural and historical contexts. What emerged in many of the 
cases were methodologies that were deeply heuristic; the performers were rigorously 
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engaging in processes of self-inquiry and creatively synthesising the results through 
performance. 
Such an inquiry, however, did not necessarily need to begin with a personal 
story or a story of the particular performer. Paul Dwyer was quite insistent on this point, 
stating that his show ‘wasn’t about “Hello dear audience, this is my journey, I want to 
tell you about what I have learnt about myself”’’, but rather, ‘hi audience, recently I got 
excited when I started thinking about this. Are you excited?’ For Dwyer, his lived 
experiences were not the ‘the bedrock of the piece’ and he could only proceed with the 
project by seeing himself as a ‘sometimes, ambivalent witness’ to the larger social, 
cultural and political story of Bougainville. (P. Dwyer, interview, 25 August 2011). 
Here Dwyer directs us to another positioning of the solo performer – one who is a 
witness to events rather than the central subject of the experiences being recounted.  
Although the motivations, content and style of these solo autobiographical shows 
varied, what they shared was the large investment of the performers’ time, emotional 
commitment and energy in creating and producing them. What resources did these 
performers draw on to face the intellectual, emotional and physical challenges of 
undertaking this performative form of heuristic enquiry? In The Solo Performer’s 
Journey (2005), Michael Kearns, an experienced solo performer, identifies the key 
qualities and behaviours required as trust, collaboration, perseverance, courage, energy 
and stamina. 
There needs to be trust, not only in oneself as the creator and performer of the 
show, but also in one’s chosen collaborators—especially considering the highly 
personal nature of the material and the potential to be emotionally affected during the 
process of creating the show. For those who worked entirely alone, in the cases of 
Workman and Yang, there was a significant amount of trust in their own skills and 
knowledge of the form. For the others who worked with collaborators, as exemplified 
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by Capsis, they needed to trust their collaborators’ creative expertise, shared 
methodology and theatrical styles, as well as the quality, confidentiality and degree of 
support from the relationship. 
Unlike the usual four- to six-week rehearsal period of a scripted play, the solo 
devising process can take anything from three months to six years. This requires a 
substantial amount of perseverance and commitment to the project, especially when 
there are limited funds available and the creative process takes place in stages over a 
period of years. 
There is courage in the choice of revealing aspects of one’s personal life and 
history in front of an audience and in choosing which stories to tell. For example, it took 
Workman considerable courage to reveal in public that he had committed himself to a 
psychiatric hospital and to include this chapter of his life as part of The Ogre. Similarly, 
Thorne’s show about an abusive mother took courage to draw on these experiences as 
the basis of her solo show. 
There is a substantial amount of energy and stamina needed to not only create 
but also perform a show on one’s own, in front of a live audience, for up to 90 minutes. 
Stitz attested to this:  
It has been a real labour of love. At times I think, ‘Why have we done this?’ It’s such a huge 
amount of effort, but it’s great to have been able to do it to showcase our work to family and 
friends. It’s been driven by our guts and our instincts—more than a framework. (T. Stitz, 
interview, 23 June 2011) 
Like Capsis, Page, Thorne, Dwyer and Workman, the impact of the show on people 
who knew them, such as family and friends, was as important to Stitz as the general 
public’s reactions. 
Finally, there are the more pragmatic elements of financial support and gain—or 
conversely, the lack of it—that may affect the performers’ motivation, their creative 
process and the final performance piece. For an established performer like William 
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Yang, creating solo autobiographical shows has become his chosen profession, for 
which he has been well supported, thanks to his own initiative, entrepreneurship and 
through being one of the pioneers of this specialised genre within Australia. Others who 
are still carving out a place in this performance niche continue to face the challenge of 
gaining sufficient financial and production support for the creation and performance of 
further solo autobiographical shows. 
The data collection I conducted seeing solo autobiographical performances and 
interviewing performers was strongly driven by questions I had about the actual practice 
of solo autobiographical performance. As part of my heuristic inquiry, this research was 
driven by the acquisition stage and was undertaken, principally, to provide me with 
inspiration, ideas, creative methods and practical strategies to then embark on my own 
creative process of creating and performing my own show. The next two chapters 
(Chapters 4 and 5) focus on the final stage of my heuristic inquiry, the realisation 
through a ‘creative synthesis’ of the research I undertook in the first two stages. I have 
placed the performance script before Chapter 5, in which I reflect on and analyse my 
own creative practice and performance. It is important to read the performance script to 
arrive at a more comprehensive understanding of both the creative process and the 
performance. 
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Chapter Four: Performance Script for Can I Come Home Now?  
 
‘CAN I COME HOME NOW?’ 
Writer/performer: Steve Matthews 
Dramaturg/director: Elaine Paton 
 
Walk in music 
Pre-set for Steve: table, car, torch, 4 x little figures, 2 x books, radio, suitcase with boat, 
Lost & Found page, ring, hanky 
Sc 1 Birth 
Water sounds 
(begin under the table with torch)     
Projection of 12th May, 1952 
I was born in the hospital waiting room. I couldn’t wait to get out. 
(toy car on floor) 
Music Winifred Atwell ‘Black & White Boogie’ 
It’s the middle of the night and my mother starts having contractions. My father drives 
with his foot to the floor through the country lanes of Yorkshire, with my Mother in the 
back seat screaming ‘It's coming, its coming!’ She doesn’t even make it into the ward 
and I pop out in the waiting room. There’s a letter from the neighbours waiting for me. 
(clear car) 
Globe with red dot on Driffield, Yorkshire 
Audio of theme music from TV show ‘The Archers’ 
(Read excerpt from actual letter from neighbours with Yorkshire accent) 
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‘I am glad to know you have arrived safely after your long journey. I have 
known your host and hostess for quite a while and I can thoroughly recommend them. 
Come to see us as soon as you can. We have a cow across the road, if needs be; and 
could probably produce safety pins and those triangular things fashionable at your age’. 
 
So I join the rest of my family in the spacious vicarage in the village of Fridaythorpe.
 Photo of vicarage 
   
Sc 2 Family at Breakfast 
(4 x little plastic figures/puppets representing family members) 
Hello, my name is Oswald John Matthews, 39yrs old, I’m the Vicar of Fridaythorpe. 
Hello, I’m Betty, 28yrs old, I only married him because he had a house. 
Hello, my name is Susan, I’m 6 yrs old and I’m allowed to hold the baby. 
Hello, my name is Steve and I’m just glad to be here 
Every week, my father reads the Church Times. 
(John speaks in strong Yorkshire accent) 
John: St Barnabas Church raised 100 pounds at their jumble sale. By gum, I see 
Hubert took that job as Army Chaplain in Cyprus. There’s a job running the 
Mission to Seamen in Buenos Aires. Who’d take that? 
Betty: That’s in Argentina, isn’t it, John? 
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Slow fade up of audio of Latin music 
John:  Aye -wonder what they’d make of priest with a family. 
Betty: It sounds like fun. 
John:  You’re not serious? 
Betty:  C’mon. John, where’s your sense of adventure? 
Sc 3 Leaving Home/Argentina (1953) 
(Picks up suitcase) 
So in 1953, we set off as family of four and my father began his new career as a Port 
Chaplain in Buenos Aires 
Video clip of ship leaving port, sound effect of ship’s horn 
(Steve waving)  
Photo of Buenos Aries 1950s 
 
I am handed over to my beautiful 19yr old nanny, Juanita, fresh off the Pampas. She 
loved dancing so I became her dancing partner. 
Bring up audio & video of tango 
(dancing with baby Steve) 
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Juanita ’Oh Cicolina, Oh Esteban, my little Cicolina, Oh I could eat you’. 
The year was up all too quickly – it’s time to go home and I leave Juanita dancing on 
her own (pick up suitcase and go in front of table) 
Sc 4 The trip to New Zealand 
We had barely arrived in London when my father was offered a permanent job as Port 
Chaplain in Wellington, New Zealand—so with 6 days to pack and say goodbye to 
family, we board another boat, The Dominion Monarch. 
(move toy boat)       
Photo Dominion Monarch 
 
The trip takes seven weeks and we arrive in Wellington on Jan 1955. 
Photo of Wellington Harbour 
 
(Leave suitcase behind table) 
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Travel Video of NZ (1955) (0.11 -1.02), featuring lots of sheep 
 
Sc 5 NZ New Home/ Father’s Job 
(put on surplice) 
(as little boy) My father performed two roles in his new job. One took place in God’s 
house every Sunday, when he would dress up in a funny costume, talk in a funny voice 
and help us talk to God. 
Fade up Church organ music 
Read/chant from Prayer book 
‘O God, our Father, we have sinned against thee in thought, word and deed: we 
have not loved thee with all our heart: we have not loved our neighbours as ourselves. 
Have mercy upon us we beseech thee: cleanse us from our sins: and help us to 
overcome our faults: through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen’ 
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Photo of Jesus on the Cross 
 
(kneel) I didn’t understand what was going on. I would look up at Jesus, naked and 
nailed to the cross. He didn’t look too happy and I got the feeling that somehow it was 
all our fault. 
Photo of Mission to Seamen 
 
(take off surplice) His other role was very different, with a different costume and a 
different collar. He was the boss of the Mission to Seamen, which was more a social 
club than a holy place, providing ‘pastoral care’ to visiting seamen. The Mission was a 
home away from home for the men, and they would wander in, after the six o-clock 
swill, to watch movies, meet and dance with women and play pool.  
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Photo of John with seamen on docks 
 
Sometimes, he would take me with him to visit the seamen on their big smelly ships. 
Holding my hand, he would lead me up the gang-plank and leave me in the care of the 
chefs, while he went off to visit the seamen (sit on stool). The chefs looked a lot happier 
than Jesus, with huge tattooed muscles bulged on their arms, like Popeye’s. 
Everything looked, tasted and smelt different. One day he said, “Quick! Follow 
me.” and we ran down and down into the stinky ship’s belly. I froze. A large, lizard sat 
on a ledge. A seaman held out an insect on his hand, and the lizard shot out a long 
tongue across the room and grabbed it. I jumped back and the lizard jumped onto the 
blue bed covers. ‘Look, Dad, its turning blue.’ 
Another time, a man got a huge fishhook stuck right through the palm of his 
hand. Unlike Jesus, he was howling with pain. My father threw me into the back seat 
with the fishhook man, put his foot to the floor and we sped through the streets, with 
blood spurting everywhere. 
(Go to table) 
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Sc 6 Steve’s Alter Egos 
Like my Dad, I discovered that I could also become different people and he joined in 
John And whom do we have the pleasure of having breakfast with today?’ 
Stephen? Tom? (sit on table) 
Steve  No–Sancord 
Sancord was one of my alter egos. Stephen, Tom and Sancord. 
Each one had their own personality and even their favourite food. Tom 
loved soft-boiled eggs with soldiers, Sancord liked porridge and 
Stephen—well, he liked everything. 
 
Sc 7 Steve on the toilet/Escape into Art 
Like my Father, I also had my own special house. The toilet. It was my favourite room 
in the house, as it was the only one I could lock and not be disturbed. (mount toilet) I 
had learnt to go ‘all by myself’ (strain). 
Photo of Steve in cowboy hat 
 
Dad took me to see Westerns and in the privacy of the toilet, my heroes charged into 
battle (shoot Indians) 
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Cowboys and Indians movie clip 
 
 (draw on toilet paper) My other weapon was a pencil and I’d draw cartoons of battle 
scenes on the toilet paper. Goodies vs Baddies. When my masterpiece was complete, I 
would carefully roll up the toilet paper, flush and unlock the door. My gallery was now 
open for visitors. 
Music audio Perry Como ‘Magic Moments’ 
 
Sc 7 Home & Garden stories 
My mother told me a new baby would be joining the family. She didn’t tell me how a 
baby comes into the world so I assumed it was the same way that we got the canary. 
One day, it just arrived. We were very excited. 
Photo of Susan, Steve and Jane 
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It was a girl called Jane and I was completely besotted with her (take baby and put her 
down on left stool—move away quietly) 
Image of Secret Seven Book cover 
 
I had now moved on from killing baddies to the job of returning the universe to its 
rightful order. I would studiously read the Lost & Found Column in the newspaper, cut 
it out (take out of pocket) and then summon my team of detectives.    
Photo of three boys 
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We would set off to find the missing articles, whether it was a wallet, jewellery, or a 
pet. No stone was left unturned in our expansive, wild garden. ‘Found it!’ (hold up ring) 
  
 
photo of house at Barnard St, Wadestown 
 
The back of our garden sloped down to a narrow strip of flat land surrounded by pine 
trees. It was dark and covered with a bed of pine needles. This is where my father 
decided to build a swimming pool. 
Every Saturday, he would religiously take off his dog collar, change into his khaki 
shorts, grab his spade and start digging. (sit on table) I would watch him and wonder 
How deep is the pool going to be? 
How will he get the concrete mixer down there? 
Will the pool always be full of pine needles? 
Months passed. Dad’s interest in the swimming pool was waning and the hole wasn’t 
getting any deeper. 
My first marriage took place in the unfinished swimming pool. 
I’m six and I have a crush on a beautiful girl called Lesley. I joined the class orchestra 
(get triangle) just so I could stand next to her, while she played the recorder (sound of 
triangle) 
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One day Leslie came over with her friends, Joanne and Sarah and said ‘Let’s get 
married.’ 
Well, we both shared the same surname. Surely this was a sign that it was destined to be 
the perfect union. Sarah, whose Dad was also a minister, performed the ceremony.  
Joanne, who had a crush on me, was the bridesmaid and I could hear her whimpering in 
the background. 
(put ring Lesley’s finger) ‘I do’ 
It was ten years before I set eyes on my wife again. 
 
Sc 8 Steve goes to Boarding School 
(go to bed) 
Life was simple, I’d wake up every morning, go to school, come home and play with 
my sisters, have dinner with my family. Then my Mother would put my ‘hanky’ under 
my pillow, we would say our prayers, she’d tuck me in and kiss me goodnight.   
When I was seven, my parents came to my room 
John Your mother and I have decided to send you to a new school. 
Steve Why? I really like my school. All my friends are there—and I’m in 
the orchestra. 
John Because it’s a much better school. You’re very lucky that they are 
offering you a place at one of the best schools in the country. 
Steve What’s this school called?? 
John St George’s Preparatory School, in Wanganui. 
Steve Wanganui? Where’s that? 
I turn to my mother and the look on her face made me feel unsettled and confused. (take 
hanky) 
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John It’s a boarding school, son. Wanganui is four hours away. You’ll live 
there during the term and come home in the holidays. We’ve visited 
the school and we think you’ll be very happy there. 
 
I didn’t understand, but I trusted my parents and besides something amazing had 
happened. 
(reach for radio) 
For my seventh birthday, I was given a transistor radio and the outside world came 
rockin’ into my bedroom. I would curl up in bed and let the sounds of The Dulux Top 
Ten vibrate right through me. 
Audio Little Richard ‘Lucille’ 
This new music seemed to come from another world and it made me feel alive.  
(take suitcase) 
One day, a large suitcase appeared at the bottom of my bed and every day, more items 
were added to the pile, (labelled with my own nametag, carefully sewn on by my 
mother.) 
6 grey shirts 
6 pairs of grey shorts 
7 pairs of underpants 
12 x handkerchiefs— 
(Steve) ‘Transistor radio?—(Mother) ‘No, it's not on the list, son.’ 
(take suitcase to front of table) 
The day came for me to leave. I said goodbye to my mother, my sisters and my 
transistor radio. (place radio behind table). 
Dressed up in my new uniform, I got into the front seat of the car beside my father. 
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I could just see over the dashboard as we drove in silence through miles and miles of 
green pastures, punctuated with towns and bridges. 
 
Photo of St Georges School (1959) 
 
 
We parked in front of several large brick buildings. I began to feel anxious as I got out 
of the car, seeing dozens of boys all dressed in grey just like me. 
My father introduced me to the Headmaster—a tall man with a firm handshake and to 
Matron, a neat, attractive woman, smoking a cigarette. 
My father seemed distant and uncomfortable. I began to feel tearful, but I didn’t want to 
‘make a scene’ as there were other boys watching. My father said goodbye and I 
watched him drive off. I bit my tongue as the tears welled up inside me, telling myself  
‘boys don’t cry’. I picked up my suitcase (take suitcase to the bed) and followed Matron 
to a long dormitory with row upon row of beds. 
(Handkerchief) 
That night, as I got into bed, I felt confused and frightened. I could hear a few other 
boys quietly sobbing into their pillows. I tucked my ‘hanky’ under my pillow. 
I dreamt that I walked into the wrong room by mistake, turned around to leave but the 
door had slammed shut and I am now trapped in this strange and unfamiliar room. 
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Sc 9 Boarding School Routine 
(Whistle—hankerchief in pocket) 
Action sequence -cold showers, stodgy porridge, schoolwork, rugby, boxing, being 
caned, praying. 
 
Sc 10 Good Boy (Cliff) v Bad Boy (Elvis) 
Video and audio clip of Cliff Richard ‘Summer Holiday’ 
 
 
(sit for movie) Saturday night was movie night and I wanted to join Cliff, driving the 
bus, going on a Summer Holiday. I knew my parents would approve of Cliff. (watch 
screen, wait for Elvis) 
Video and audio of Elvis ‘Houndog’ 
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(get up to dance) But when Elvis come crackling through the speakers, I felt his energy 
resonate right through my body. It was a sound from another world – raw and 
infectious. I knew my parents would not approve of Elvis. 
I felt torn between two different people inside me. 
Secretly, I wanted to be like Elvis- with hundreds of girls tearing my clothes off, but in 
public, I resigned myself to being ‘good boy’ Cliff—angelic, likeable and safe. (go left) 
Audio of hymn ‘Lead me Lord’ (actual recording of school choir) 
photo of school choir 
 
 
(walk to centre lip-synch words) The school choir became my salvation and I would 
lose myself in the harmonies. 
Sc 11 Dance Classes 
Audio of foxtrot music Doris Day ‘Dancing Cheek to Cheek’ 
In our final year, we attended weekly ballroom dance classes, where we got the chance 
to dance with girls. Under the watchful eye of Mrs Chaytor, we would practice the 
steps. One day, she put on her favourite record. 
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Audio of ‘Puff the Magic Dragon’ 
(Voice of Mrs Chaytor) ’All right, we’re going play a game—all the boys stand on this 
side of the hall—girls on the other side. Now-would one of you girls like to volunteer to 
pick the best-looking boy in the class for the final dance?’ 
A girl with a boy’s haircut, a big smile and her left foot in a calliper, shot her hand up, 
calling out ‘Me, Me!” 
Every boy in the room was holding their breath, silently thinking’ Not me, not me 
please, God, not me.’ 
She slowly clumped her way across the room, making the most of all the attention. 
Then she locked her eyes on me and with this look of glee, poked me in the chest. 
I could hear the sighs of relief all around me. I’d never thought of myself as being good 
looking and felt quite chuffed as we stumbled around the room with me trying to avoid 
her giant shoe (dance with calliper girl). 
 
Sc 12 La Boheme 
Fade up Audio from La Boheme 
Even though I was good at sport (pass ball) it was music that got me through the months 
away from home. Then I discovered acting. 
Photo from La Boheme 
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(stand on left stool) Playing an urchin in ‘La Boheme’, was a step up from my theatrical 
fantasies in the toilet. In the theatre, I was allowed to be part of a magical, imaginary 
world. And adults were doing it to! (get down) 
I felt completely at home in the theatre, watching the cast and crew race around 
backstage. I liked it here. Real life seemed so dull. Changing back into the costume of 
my school uniform, I realised I was just playing another role. 
 
Sc 13 Final Year St Georges to first year Wanganui Collegiate 
(batting at crease) By the time I got to my final year of prep school, I'd risen to the top 
of the pile. I’m captain of the school cricket team, just like my father (Steve to mime 
hitting the ball) 
audio of applause at cricket match 
Photos of Steve’s cricket team and John’s cricket team (Steve and John seated in 
same position- front centre)) 
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But when I look over the fence at the Seniors on the playing fields of Collegiate, my 
heart fills with dread. I watch dozens of big young men smashing the local opposition 
rugby teams and I don’t stand my chances. My little grey shorts are replaced by long 
grey pants. 
I arrive at Collegiate. They’re all huge. I’m so scared, I shit my pants—literally—
phhhtt—I can’t believe it. I don’t get issued with another pair until next week. I can’t go 
to Matron and tell her I’ve shit my pants and need a clean pair—so I get some toilet 
cleaner and sprinkle it down my crack so it won’t smell—it stings like crazy but I don’t 
care—‘cos I’m a man and men don’t shit their pants’. 
Video clip of caning from movie ’If’ (1968) Director: Lindsay Anderson 
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As a first year, I’m fresh meat. Everyone is challenging me to a fight. I can be attacked 
anytime, anywhere and the caning continues, but it’s now from the prefects (bend over 
to get caned) 4-5-6. Thank you. 
 
Sc 14 Bill & June—Safe Haven 
(sit on right stool) The only safe place is at the chaplain’s house. The chaplain’s wife, 
June, is a large, warm-hearted woman who serves endless cups of tea and biscuits- and 
she welcomes me into the bosom of her family. 
Audio of choir singing    
Photo of Collegiate School Chapel 
 
 
We are all being prepared for confirmation, (kneel facing alter) to receive the body and 
blood of Christ. The chaplain, Bill, is more relaxed about his religion than my father 
and he invites me to help him during the services. (stand up) There was this innocent 
desire in me to know this thing called God and I thought this was the only way to find 
him. 
(put on surplice, go to altar) 
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I’m taken out of the congregation and into the inner sanctum—close to the alter—it’s 
like being onstage. Dressed in a white surplice, I’m also in a costume. But it didn’t 
make me feel closer to God. The only religious experience I had was through my access 
to the wine cupboard. (swig wine and take off surplice) 
 
Sc 15 Bad Boy Mac’s Shed 
Audio Rolling Stones ‘Satisfaction’ 
(standing) Now in my third year at Collegiate, I’m moved from the sopranos to alto. I’m 
over playing the ‘goody two shoes’ role. As I ran my father’s old shaver over the furry 
down on my face, I would play rock star in the mirror. (mime singing while shaving) 
‘I can't get no…satisfaction, I can't get no….satisfaction but I try and I try….’ 
I’ve found a new friend—Bad boy Mac— (see Mac) Mac was big, sporty and a bit 
dangerous. The other boys respected Mac, so I felt safe around him. Mac lived close to 
the school. His mother was a ‘divorcee’ and at the back of their house, there was a large 
shed. When you were invited into Mac's shed, you were invited into his world and 
anything could happen (enter and see shed) 
Audio of The Who ‘My Generation’ 
Act cool—smoke cigarette—take drink 
 
Sc 16 The Who/ start a band 
I go to see The Who live- and I’m blown away (look at screen) 
Bring up music – plus show video clip of The Who ‘My Generation’ 
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John Entwhistle’s fingers are flying up and down the bass. Pete Townsend is thrashing 
his guitar and then smashes it through the amp. Keith Moon is thundering away on the 
drums like a crazy man, kicking the drums across the stage and Roger Daltrey is 
swinging the mic above his head. I am mesmerised by their energy and confidence—I 
just want to be up there with them, feeling that free. 
Back in the shed a group of us start jamming and now I’m in a band. With stardom in 
my sights, I enter us for the Battle of The Bands. 
Photo Battle of the Bands 
 
 
‘Ladies and Gentlemen, a big hand for ‘Renaissance’! 
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(grab mic stand & lip-synch to The Who) 
Why don’t you all f-f-fade away (talking bout my generation) 
And don’t try to dig what we all s–s–say (talkin’ bout my generation) 
I’m not trying to cause a big s-s-sensation (talkin’ bout my generation) 
I’m just talkin’ about my g-g-generation (talkin’ bout my generation) 
 
Sc 17 Barn Dance      
(stay on right side) 
When you sing in a band, you’re supposed to become more attractive to girls. At 
boarding school, I didn’t have a lot of contact with the opposite sex, except when I 
attended private dances in the holidays (read invitation) 
(look at screen read invitation)    
Invitation to Barn Dance 
‘The parents of Felicity, Victoria, Ashley and Jeremy invite you to The Barn 
Dance’ 
(in front of mirror) So I’m getting myself ready—psychedelic shirt, velvet flares, 
combing my Beatles moptop. There’s a big gap in my bottom teeth from having a front 
tooth removed. I refuse to wear braces so I fill it with chewing gum—perfect! 
Audio of Four Tops ‘Reach Out’ 
 I step into the Barn—its been transformed with coloured lanterns and hay bales for 
seats. The cover band starts up. 
The boys charge across the floor to the girls on the other side, but not me. I stay put -
I’m a bit short and most of the girls weren’t interested in dancing with short guys. 
Then this lovely girl glides in through the barn door—long brown hair, gorgeous body, 
cute little miniskirt- and she’s short, just like me! Her name is Niki and we dance and  
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dance—I take her by the hand and we go out into night. We kiss and kiss and kiss- and I 
hope the piece of gum stays in place. 
 
Sc 18 Family life 
(suitcase on head) 
I’d go home for the holidays and the five little Matthews would squeeze into an Austin 
mini, with suitcases strapped on top and go on a holiday to the beach. Long trips with 
endless games of ‘I Spy’. 
Photo of Otaki family holiday 
 
 
‘I spy with my little eye—something beginning with L ” (wait for audience response?) 
Lilo! 
My parents seemed to be fighting all the time. My father had left the Mission to Seamen 
and had taken a parish in the outer suburbs of Wellington. It was a working-class area 
and my middle-class, English parents were finding it hard to adjust to the different  
community and lack of resources. (suitcase as door). I could hear raised voices behind 
closed doors as they argued, my father insisting on always having the last word. 
‘Don’t contradict me, Betty’. 
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Photo of parents building church at Taita 
 
 
My father was back in his khaki shorts digging a hole for a new church as the parish 
didn’t have one. (refer photo) Despite the tension between them, the combination of his 
obstinate determination and my Mother’s support, meant the project was finished, 
unlike the swimming pool. 
One day I found my Mother crying in the kitchen and, of course, I blamed my father. I 
would escape down to the Hutt River and skim stones across the water, wishing that my 
mother would leave him and take us with her. 
Its now 1969.. (stay front) 
Audio of Crosby Stills and Nash ‘Woodstock’ 
Video clip of Vietnam War 
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All around the world, young people my age, were ‘turning on, tuning in and dropping 
out’. (pick up suitcase) As I walked out of the school gates for the very last time, I was 
determined to join them. 
Photo of Woodstock 
 
 
Sc 19 Counter Culture 
Newspaper headlines read ‘Commune in Jerusalem.’ Eager to drop out, I drove up to 
this remote rural settlement, an hour out of Wanganui. The poet, James K Baxter, had 
established a commune where ‘Maori and Pakeha would live together, without money, 
worship God and work on the land’. 
photo of hippies 
 
  
139 
 
In my mind, I have this picture of a group of happy, smiling, young people; with the 
men tilling the fields and beautiful women breastfeeding their babies—(go to table) we  
would all sit and hold hands at a long scrubbed wood table and eat a wholesome meal of 
freshly grown produce. 
photo of Baxter’s commune 
 
I was shocked by the primitive living conditions. (look at screen) I walked into a small 
smoke-filled room, with James and group of bedraggled young people, sitting around on 
old stained mattresses. I retreated to the comfort and cleanliness (smooth table cloth) of 
my middle-class parent’s home, realising I wasn’t quite ready to give it all away. (sit on 
table) 
 
Sc 20 University life 
John What’s that terrlble noise? 
 music stops 
You call that music. Now—have you sent off your university enrolment form 
for law school?’ 
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My father encouraged me to study something sensible like law, so like a ‘good’ boy, I 
enrolled in an arts/law degree, with no intention of becoming a lawyer. I was going to 
be a rock star or an actor or both. Three years subsidised by the government to show up  
to a few lectures, read a few books and indulge in sex, drugs and rock’ n roll was fine 
by me. 
(Pack bag) 
3 x psychedelic shirts 
2 x pairs of flares 
1 pair of imported Levis 
12 x hankies 
1 x packet of condoms 
Being let out of the cage of boarding school, Wellington seemed like the most exciting 
city in the world (look at photo) 
photo of Wellington 
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Photo of 1970 anti-Vietnam War demonstration 
 
Everyday, there were concerts, plays, movies, theatre, debates, political demonstrations, 
pubs, cafes and beautiful women. (focus on women in audience) 
 
Sc 21 Steve discovers Women 
 (sit on suitcase) 
I arrived at university a virgin. My sex education from my parents and school was 
virtually non- existent. What little I learnt about sex was from schoolyard conversations 
and furtive heavy petting sessions out the back of dance halls. I remember asking a 
friend what ‘public’ hair was. ‘It’s pubic, Matthews, pubic’ he retorted. 
(become cool Steve) 
This was my first opportunity to sit for prolonged periods in the company of women 
and actually talk to them. It was as if I was discovering a new species. I would fall in 
love on a weekly basis—when I declared my interest to one woman, she said she only 
wanted a ‘platonic’ relationship. I had no idea what she was talking about. 
Finally it happened. After a drunken opening night party, a lovely woman called Mary 
and I stagger back to my damp dark flat and fall into my creaky single bed. It was all 
over in three minutes. 
 
 
  
142 
 
Despite this, I swaggered into the dressing room the next night to brag, like all the other 
actors did. I was then smugly informed by one actor that he had also had the pleasure of 
Mary's company the week before. I learnt to keep my mouth shut. 
One day, I’m sitting in the cafe with a friend and I look up to see this beautiful woman 
walk in. I felt like I knew her, but couldn’t place her. 
Steve  Oh my God, who is that? 
Paul  Oh, that’s Lesley Matthews. Would you like to meet her? 
(Lesley Matthews – my long-lost wife? Will she recognise me?) 
 
She sits down beside us. She was even more beautiful than I remember her—now a 
grown woman, oozing confidence and sensuality. I didn’t know what to say. We make 
small talk but I can’t let this moment pass. 
Steve  You went to Wadestown Side School, didn’t you? Remember, we 
played in the school orchestra together? I played the triangle? 
She looked at me and for a second, there was a moment of recognition. 
Lesley  Sorry—I can’t remember—it was so long ago. 
A tall, bearded man comes over, kisses her and they walk away together. I could feel the 
blood draining from my face (sound of triangle). 
 
Sc 22 Steve Becomes an Actor 
Projection of sign: Auditions 
But other doors were opening for me. (look at screen). This was a door I couldn’t resist. 
I didn’t realise that by opening it, I was being led into a new life. Creeping in, I sat at 
the back, (sit behind suitcase) with no intention of auditioning, only to watch and listen. 
The director noticed me and asked me to read. 
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‘What me? You want me to read? On no, I’m just here to observe… OK. ‘ 
I was shocked when he offered me the lead role, which I refused. The ‘good boy’ in me 
said; 
Steve Oh no- I won’t have time. I’m too busy with my studies. Well, 
maybe just a small part. 
(Conversation between two inner voices (Steve/Father), finishing with ‘Ill take it’.) 
Photo from ‘Saved’   
 
I’m now reading Stanislavski and Freud, pretending I understand it. The reviews are 
good and I’m hungry for more opportunities to be onstage. This was definitely my new 
‘home’. Over the summer break, I’m offered four plays with a new professional theatre 
company in my home town. 
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Photo from ‘Celebration’ 
 
The first is a musical, where my character is described as an ‘idealistic young man in 
possession of the stained-glass eye of God’. At least my father would approve of that. 
I’m now going to parties with actors, directors, writers and beautiful women. 
My love life takes off and I begin an affair with the actress I’m playing opposite. We 
move in together. I’m 18 years old, a year out of boarding school, earning my living as 
an actor and ‘living in sin’ with an older woman (go behind table) And all this just 
down the road from my father’s parish. He would have a heart attack if he knew. 
(pop up behind table) 
photo from ‘Rosencrantz & Guildenstern are Dead’ 
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I am hurtled through the worlds of Tom Stoppard, Joe Orton and Shakespeare. I’m 
hiding bodies in cupboards and money in coffins. (get on table) My years of fighting 
school bullies are channelled into a playing a delinquent who beats up an Indian man at 
a bus-stop (act out beating). I even get to act out my childhood fantasy of playing a 
cowboy in a satire about Westerns (mime hat) 
‘You want that gun- pick it up. I wish you would.’ 
I no longer considering myself a student, but an ‘actor’ (pose)- more flamboyant, 
confident and, no doubt, arrogant. 
Photo of Steve the Actor 
 
I’m cast as Romeo 
‘But soft! What light through yonder window breaks? 
It is the east and Juliet is the sun’. 
Was that alright? 
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Photo of Romeo & Mercutio 
 
 
In reality, I’m drowning, especially as this is my first Shakespeare -and I’ve never really 
been in love. So I watch the older actors and learn their tricks of the trade. 
Photo of Romeo & Nurse    
audio of Benny Hill TV show theme tune 
 
The actor playing the Nurse was a master at upstaging- so each time she moved upstage 
of me, I would move further upstage again. By the end of our scenes together, we were 
hitting the backstage curtain. 
(go behind curtain for stage business)     
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I’m having an affair with Juliet—as well as Juliet’s mother, Lady Capulet. 
(sit on right stool, take off makeup in front of mirror) 
As much as I am l enjoying all the attention, on and offstage, I’m not getting the same 
‘high’ as when I first started acting—it’s become more of a profession, a job even. My 
interest shifts to other worlds.. 
 
Sc 23 Steve takes LSD 
Inspired by Richard Alpert and Timothy Leary, my friends and I viewed taking LSD as 
a ‘necessary step in the evolution of one’s consciousness’. It was more than just ‘getting 
high’- there was a clinical sense of experimentation into how these drugs affected your 
perception. 
We prepared for my first trip like an intrepid explorer about to embark on a journey into 
the unknown (collect case). We put aside a whole weekend beside a lake, making sure 
we have sufficient provisions and our favourite music. The trip lasted 24hrs and it was 
powerful (open case). 
Audio of Beatles ‘Because’ fades up as I open suitcase and light beams out –visuals 
onscreen 
(gradually melt onto floor looking up at stars) 
I look up into the night sky, beyond the stars, beyond the planets and I realise that—it 
goes on forever. For the first time in my life, I was experiencing something that my 
mind could not contain- my thoughts completely stopped- and I felt myself dissolving 
into silence and stillness. Then my thoughts kicked back in and I was disturbed by the 
enormity of what I had glimpsed. (get up & dive into water) 
Close suitcase and music/visual stop 
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Sc 24 Steve joins Theatre Action 
(sit on suitcase)    
Audio of Beatles ‘For the Benefit of Mr Kite’ 
I went to see a show called ’Once Upon a Planet’. I had never seen anything like this 
before and it exploded all my preconceptions of what it was possible to do in the 
theatre. The show was about five clowns who decide to say farewell to this world and 
search for new one. I was completely mesmerised by their energy, physicality and 
imagination. I wanted to know how they did it. 
Photo of Steve in training 
 
I attended a workshop with them and I’m introduced to a whole new world of creativity 
through improvisation and the body. We explore the elements and I feel my body 
consumed by fire. When they invite me to join the company, I didn’t hesitate to say 
‘Yes!’  
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newspaper photo of Theatre Action 
 
 
Joining Theatre Action was like joining a theatre company, a commune and left-wing 
political party, all rolled into one, and -I was being given permission to play. 
Since my early days as a cartoonist in the toilet, I had only been an interpreter of other’s 
work. I had not seen myself as a creative artist. My focus shifted from ‘What role am I 
playing?’ How many lines do I have? to ‘What do we want to say and what’s the best 
way of saying it? I was no longer just an actor. I had become a theatre maker. 
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Photo of Theatre Action production 
 
One of the characters I created was a Christian missionary, based on the NZ Bishop 
Pompalier who tried to convert the Maoris. I had borrowed my father’s incense burner 
and liberally waved it over the audience (put on bishop’s hat) 
‘Glory be to the Father, Son and Holy Ghost- I bring you good tidings of peace 
and good will-your Saviour is here-here to save your souls’. 
My parents came to see the show. 
John You didn’t tell me it was going to like this 
Betty He was much better as Romeo 
 
John You make sure he returns my incense burner. 
(take off hat and look back at parents) 
We had all delved into our own psyche and personal history to draw out the different 
characters in the show. (go to right stool, look in mirror) It left me wanting to explore 
this inner world further and life gave me the perfect catalyst. 
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Sc 25 Steve meets Greta and falls in Love 
Audio of Roberta Flack ‘The first time I ever saw her Face?’ 
Photo of Greta 
 
I was at a party (look at screen). This apparition appears. Her name is Greta. She lights 
up the whole room and I am drawn to her radiance and warmth. 
Steve  Hi—I’m Steve 
(aside) She’s beautiful. She’s intelligent. She’s funny. She’s passionate about theatre. 
Steve  Would you like to go for walk? 
We walk home through the Botanical Gardens and climb up on my ‘elephant’ 
tree that I played in as a child. Its starts to rain (cover her with jacket, pull her in close). 
I have found my soul mate and I think I’m falling in love. 
We move in together and join a group of actors, musicians and writers, living in two 
large houses sharing meals, joints and lots of laughter (on table). 
‘Where’s my hanky- give it back- you know I can’t get to sleep unless it’s under 
my pillow-Oh, it’s in my pocket’ 
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I have just turned 21, I am working with the best theatre company in the country and 
I’m in love. Despite this, part of me felt that there was still something missing- like 
finishing a jigsaw puzzle with one small piece still missing- the piece in the middle. 
 
Interval- 20mins (audience served refreshments) 
 
Sc 26 The Search begins 
(hanky, 3 x figurines in pocket) 
Audio Beatles ‘Within You Without You’ 
My housemates, including Greta, had joined an Indian spiritual movement. I’d be 
woken in the early hours of the morning by chanting and everyone had become 
vegetarian. I liked sleeping in and eating meat. It looked like another religion and 
having extricated myself from the clutches of Christianity, I’m sceptical.  
photo of Steve with beard 
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(reach over the back for books) But in private, I am reading books about Eastern 
mysticism, fascinated by this idea that in their culture, human consciousness had been a 
field of enquiry for thousands of years. 
Greta invites me to go with her on a retreat. I feel a sense of excitement and hope, 
despite my doubts. It’s the first time I consciously admitted to myself I was searching 
for something (sit cross-legged). The weekend retreat was painfully disappointing for 
me. There was lots of talk about going ‘within’ but all that was being offered was a 
mantra. I tried meditating but I didn’t feel anything but physical discomfort from 
prolonged periods of sitting cross-legged on the floor (get up) When I told the 
facilitator, this wasn’t for me, to my surprise, he understood. ‘Keep searching and you 
will find what works for you.’ 
I felt relieved and at the same time, disappointed that I still had not found what I was 
looking for. 
 
Sc 27 West Coast Odyssey 
I knew that what I was searching for must be within me so why did I even need anyone 
else to show me this? All I needed to do was spend some time by myself and I would 
figure it out. I said goodbye to Greta and I headed south, hitchhiking down The West 
Coast of the South Island with my two books to guide me—one by Krishnamurti and 
the other by Yogananda. 
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Photos of Krishnamurti and Yogananda 
 
(hitchhiking) 
Now Krishnamurti warned me to be wary of going to a teacher to find the Truth. But I 
was inspired by Yogananda’s relationship with his teacher, who taught him how to tap 
into a state of altered consciousness. A battle raged within me. I would try to meditate 
but my efforts were in vain. My ego pushing me to find it all by myself, while my heart 
knew I couldn’t access on my own. I had come to the end of the road. 
Poster ‘What you are looking for is within you’ 
I go back to Wellington and as I am walking through town, a poster catches my eye. It 
was a photo of a young Indian man and the words underneath said ’What you are 
looking for is within you’. 
What struck me was the gaze of the young man- so clear and open. I recognised his 
name. As I’m looking at the poster, a voice behind says ‘Its real, Steve’ I turn around. 
It's my friend, Terence. I’d never heard him speak like this before. I had to check it out. 
One side of me was hoping it was real- the other wanted to prove that it wasn’t. (take 
stool to centre) 
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Sc 28 Steve discovers his teacher 
The next day I found myself sitting in a packed living room, listening to a middle-aged 
Indian man who laughed a lot and spoke with such clarity about an inner experience of 
peace, which he called Knowledge-Knowledge of the Self. 
fade up audio Nitin Sawney 
 photo of a young Prem Rawat  
 
My mind was trying to figure out how an educated man in his forties, who used to be a 
judge in India, could be following a 17year-old Master (refer photo)- yet the feeling of 
peace in the room was palpable. At the end of the day, I step outside to walk home and I 
felt light, clear and still inside. Everything and everyone I looked at seemed quite  
beautiful and I realised that just by sitting there and listening, my perception had been 
altered. Then my ego kicked back it, asserting that it already knew what this Knowledge 
was. The next morning, I found myself back there, drinking in this man’s wisdom, even 
though he insisted it originates from the source within, shown to him by his young 
Master. Greta also came to listen. Now we both wanted to find out more. 
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Day three and I find myself running up the steep hill to the house. The instructor was in 
his room and, with my heart in my mouth, I asked him if he could show me these 
techniques. I then added ‘Oh and my girlfriend would also like to learn it too’ 
He tilted his head as if looking behind me. 
‘And your girlfriend- where is she?’ 
‘Oh –she couldn’t come today as she had to go to work.” 
He smiled. 
‘There is no problem with you being shown the techniques of this Knowledge- 
just keep coming to listen, so you understand that this is what you really want 
for yourself.’ 
I can feel my heart acknowledge this deep longing within me. The longing to 
come home. At the same time, the idea of becoming a student of a living teacher 
was completely foreign to me. 
 
Sc 29 Steve meets himself 
Three months later, another instructor arrived and he invited us to attend a session 
where he would show us the techniques of Self Knowledge. I felt both excited and 
nervous. What if I didn't feel anything? What if it was a hoax? What if I was shown 
nothing new? What if? What if?  
He must have sensed our collective anxiety and spent the first half hour talking to us in 
a way that calmed us and allowed us to be still enough to listen and learn. One by one, 
he showed us how to practice the techniques to go within. 
I don't know how to put into words what I experienced and understood in those next few 
hours, as it was completely beyond anything I could adequately describe. All I knew 
was that I was shown a part of myself that I could have never found on my own- no  
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matter how many books I read, courses I attended or years of meditation I practised. It 
was so simple yet so profound- and it felt good. Every cell in me knew I had come 
home. I felt so grateful to this teacher who had reached out to me from the other side of 
the world that I had not even met. I didn’t have to wait long. 
Prem is coming to Auckland! I felt excited and a bit overawed at the prospect of 
meeting him in person. He spoke with such wisdom and humour about this life that all 
my doubts completely disappeared. 
Afterwards, I had the opportunity to personally meet him. Our eyes met and in his gaze, 
I felt such love and acceptance. Time stood still as we looked at each other through the 
eyes of love.  
Photo of Prem Rawat 2 
 
 
Sc 30 Steve talks to his father about his teacher 
I did not have the understanding or language to describe to my friends or family what I 
had discovered -yet I wanted to able to talk about what I had discovered with those I 
loved- especially my parents. I could talk more openly with my mother and she listened 
without comment. However the conversation with my father wasn’t so easy. 
(holding 2 x figurines-John on right side) 
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John Your mother tells me you’re involved with some Indian guru and 
we’re very concerned about this. 
Steve There’s no need to be. In fact, it’s the same thing that Jesus was 
offering. 
John Don’t be ridiculous. How can you possibly draw a comparison 
between our Lord Jesus Christ and this Indian boy. 
Steve Didn’t Jesus say that ‘the kingdom of heaven is within you’ 
John Yes, Jesus said this-not this guru what’s-is-name. And what Jesus 
also said is ‘no one comes to the Father but by me’. 
Steve But Jesus is no longer here.. 
John Jesus is here- he’s everywhere- watching us, judging us.. 
Steve Jesus Christ... 
John  Don’t you start taking the Lord name in vain. You’re upsetting your 
mother. 
Steve I thought you’d be excited by this-isn’t this what you’ve spent your 
whole life looking for-inner peace? 
John I have devoted my life to the one and only Lord, Jesus Christ and his 
teachings- because it’s the truth. 
Steve Look, I don’t think we are ever going to.. 
 
John You’re just following the herd. It’s a fad-give it a year or two-and 
you’ll move onto something else 
Steve Well see- let’s talk again in two years’ time. In the meantime, I don’t 
want to discuss it, OK. 
(leave 2 x figures on table) 
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Sc 31 Leaving Theatre Action 
Back in Theatre Action, relationships were also becoming strained (get nose & hat). The 
rest of the company felt threatened by this new direction that Greta and I were taking, 
concerned it was taking our focus away from the work.     
photo of Theatre Action’s clown show 
 
On the surface, we were a bunch of happy clowns but what was really going on was.. 
The director, Francis, on the left, in the baker’s hat— (put suitcase on my back) he’s put 
his bag on my back saying ‘you want to be me, then feel what it’s really like’. 
His partner, Bridget, is behind me, you can’t see her hand, but it’s holding a knife, 
which she has just plunged into my back. Deborah- she’s sliding out of the picture-  
wondering why she came back from Australia. Greta is sitting in the middle looking 
shocked, thinking ‘they never told me at drama school it was going to be like this’ 
Sef is making funny noises with a balloon, wishing we could all just be happy, happy 
clowns together. 
And me-I’m focused on the audience, trying to ignore what’s going on around me. 
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Sc 32 Disintegration 
After an explosive company meeting, Greta and felt we had no choice but to 
leave. I felt crushed—and confused. Now that I had this perfect Knowledge, 
I thought everything in my life was going to be perfect as well. 
I was offered three months work in a TV soap, but my high ideals wouldn’t 
let me do it. I was offered a role in a play, but I couldn’t face going back to 
‘straight’ theatre, so turned it down. I was becoming more anxious and distracted. I was 
too agitated to meditate. Greta was exhausted from her efforts to prop me up and, in the 
end, she moved out. (Steve curls up in a ball with his hanky) 
Audio Beatles ‘She’s Leaving Home’ 
Greta’s image fades out, Betty’s image fades up 
(phone rings x 2) 
 
 
(take off clown nose— Conversation with my Mum) 
‘Hello Mother- what?- Dad’s had a heart attack… I don’t think I can come up right 
now- you’ll come and pick me up? 
She began to realise that all was not well in my world and she picked me up and drove 
me back to the family home where she looked after me. 
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(take left stool to bed) 
I would go with her to the hospital to visit my father. I was shocked to see him looking 
so fragile and frail. But we were both so caught up in ourselves- John in physical pain, 
me in emotional pain- that we could only connect through my mother. 
 
Sc 33 Steve and John’s recovery 
(posting letters) I found myself a job as a postie and walked my way back to sanity. As I 
began to feel reconnected to the feeling of peace that I had lost touch with, I wanted to 
see my teacher. It was such a sweet reunion (shake hands)     
Photo of Steve & Prem 
 
He said ‘Welcome back. Good to see you.’ 
I promised myself to never lose my way again. 
(sit right) 
While my father was in hospital recovering from his heart attack, he was diagnosed with 
bowel cancer and told that he had possibly six months to live. Even with his strong 
faith, it shook him up. When he came out, he had found a new appreciation for life, as 
he did not know how much time he had left. 
(stand and walk to left) 
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We walked out to the garden together. 
John It’s so good to feel the softness of the grass under my feet and the 
warmth of the sun on my face. Look at this orange tree- look at the 
colour of the fruit. Your mother’s been wonderful, you know. I don’t 
know what I would have done without her. 
This was a new man talking. Free of concepts of what he was supposed to be thinking 
and feeling, simply enjoying being alive. Years passed and the cancer was declared in 
remission. Gradually his sense of appreciation of life disappeared and the old John 
returned- opinionated, judgmental and resuming his role as the all-knowing priest and 
‘head of this family’. 
 
Sc 34 Steve visits Yorkshire 
Audio of theme music from Yorkshire radio drama ‘The Archers’ 
Map of UK -Red light on Driffield Yorkshire 
In 1989, I decided to visit my birthplace in Yorkshire. 
 
Photo of Steve at Driffield hospital (1988) 
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(Refer photo). I’m standing in the exact spot where I first popped out. 
I had always thought of my parents as a little eccentric and unusual- so it was 
comforting to discover there was ‘a whole county of people’ just like them. I went to 
see my Uncle Eric and Aunt Marjorie in Hull, looking for clues to better understand my 
father and myself.  
Eric took me aside to show me his collection of butterflies pinned to the wall. He turned 
to me and said (in Yorkshire accent) 
Eric We know what’s he’s like—your Dad—not an easy man to get along 
with. (briefcase) We found this briefcase that belonged to him—we 
want you to have it 
(go to table) I opened it up and found all these photos of my parents I had never seen 
before (look at screen) 
Early Photos of John and Betty Matthews—John at Oxford University 1936, John 
with parents, Betty in her 20s, John on motorbike, Betty in WAAFS parade, John  
taking service in bombed church, wedding John & Betty, John holding baby Susan 
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165 
 
I imagined what it must have been like for them growing up in Hull in the ‘30s and 
‘40s. My father losing his mother at 16, the vision which inspired him to enter the 
Church, living through the Depression and WWII, getting married and starting a family. 
(go to left stool) 
I arrive in Sydney to create a new home. 
 
Photo of Sydney 
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Sc 35 Susan’s wedding 
Audio of Wedding March 
My sister, Susan is getting married. 
My older sister had just turned 50 and had always lived with my parents. As a teenager, 
Susie began to fall behind at school and after a series of tests, she was diagnosed with 
an intellectual disability- ‘a slow learner’. As a family, we had to adjust to this and my 
parents became much more protective of her. 
When they decided to move into a retirement village, it provided the perfect opportunity 
for Susie to finally escape the watchful eyes of my overbearing father and my over-
caring mother and enjoy the freedom she had never been allowed. 
(move to right stool) 
For years, she worked in a nursing home, and when I visited her there, I could see how 
much the residents loved her. She asked me ‘Steve, how do you meet people?’ She was 
lonely and it was difficult for her to meet a suitable partner, especially when she worked 
and lived in the home. 
She met Roger, a jovial, eccentric man with a good heart and a similar intellectual 
capacity, through an ad in the newspaper. He had an obsession for collecting stuff, 
especially wood (preparing myself and tying my tie in mirror). 
Photo of Susan and Roger with pile of wood 
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All the family on both sides were openly happy for them and secretly relieved. The date 
was set and we made our way from different parts of the world to a small church in 
Wanganui. 
Photo of family at Susan’s wedding 
 
My father married Susan and Roger, just as he had married my other sister, Jane. After 
the service, we moved onto the reception. I watched Susan moving from table to table, 
thanking everyone for coming. She looked happy and confident, laughing and 
interacting with everyone, with her beaming husband standing close by. I felt so much 
love for her. 
Then I heard this strong Yorkshire accent. (father on right) 
John She’s got so fat 
Steve For just one day- especially today- can’t you see her differently? 
Can’t you see her through the eyes of love? 
Where did that come from- ‘through the eyes of love?’ He didn’t respond and we both 
turned away from each other. (go left) 
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Sc 36 Fight in the Car 
(squeeze along front of table) 
The next day we dropped in to say goodbye to Susan and Roger and squeezing in 
among the piles of boxes and recycling, gossiped about the wedding. My father was 
uncomfortable and restless. 
(get up to go to car) 
John  (tapping watch) Time to go, Betty, we’ve got a long trip 
ahead of us. 
Betty  But I haven’t finished my tea. 
We say our goodbyes and get into the small car. 
John  I told you we were only going in for a quick visit. 
Steve John. It’s the day after their wedding and they really 
wanted to see us—the whole world doesn’t revolve around 
you. 
John  No- it seems to revolve around you and your selfishness. 
Betty  Now- c’mon you two- we’ve got a long trip ahead of us. 
Steve You’re only jealous because you’re not the centre of 
attention. 
 
John You’re the most self-centred person I know. That why 
you’re not married. 
Steve  Jesus Christ! 
Betty  Now then, were not going to have that language.. 
John  You’re not a real man. 
Steve  What the fuck do you mean by that? 
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Betty  Stephen – don’t aggravate him -you know what’s he’s like.. 
 John  You’re not part of this family. 
(slam on brakes) 
Steve  What did you say? You apologise for that. Apologise! 
(silence) 
I got out of the car, took out my suitcase and started walking towards town the bus 
depot. I had spent ten years in this same town, getting on and off buses. I felt like I was 
back at school. Fuck! (kick suitcase) 
Audio of Rolling Stones ‘You can’t always get what you Want’ 
(sit on right stool) I didn’t see much of my father over the next five years, preferring my 
mother to visit me in Sydney and for her to have some fun. 
Photo of John & Betty at beach 
 
 
He always ‘kicked up a fuss’ when she came to visit. She loved eating out and 
shopping. I don’t know how she managed to smuggle some of her purchases into the 
house.  
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photo of Betty at Sydney airport with rug 
 
 
Sc 37 John’s advice 
(right stool) 
In 2007, I went to visit my parents. By this stage, my father was in his ‘90s and, as 
dementia set in, he had become more childlike. Each time I saw him, I thought, this 
could be the final time-so one day I asked him (to audience) 
Steve John- if there is one thing that you have learnt in this life that you 
would like to pass on, what would it be? 
John It’s better to be lucky than clever. 
I knew that he was talking about my mother and how her love and care had sustained 
him for 60 years. It had taken him his whole life to realise that love was more important 
than intellect and a sharp mind. 
(in mirror)  
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Photo of Steve and John 
 
I noticed that he needed a haircut and I gave him a ‘number one’ just like me. We 
laughed at how similar we looked. I joked with him ‘You know John, I’m going to 
dance on your grave.’ (move to back of table) 
 
Sc 38 John in Nursing Home 
A year later, I get a call from sister, Jane. 
The strong smell of urine hit me as I walked into the nursing home. My father was not 
in his room. I set off to find him, weaving my way past elderly men and women, 
shuffling their way along the corridors. I walked past a large recreation room to see a 
man moving all the chairs into one corner. I asked a nurse. 
Steve  What’s he is doing? 
Nurse He thinks he’s back on the farm, herding the cows towards 
the milking shed. 
I see my father, standing by himself looking out the window. (turn to rear and become 
John) 
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Steve  Hello John. 
John  I’m sorry. I don’t think we’ve met. I’m John Matthews. 
(shake hands) 
Steve  Pleased to meet you. I’m Steve Matthews- your son. 
John  I’m sorry, son 
Steve C’mon, John- lets go back to your room. Betty is here to 
see you. 
(sit centre of bed) 
His room was sparse and plain, with a single bed along one wall and a chair in the other 
corner. There was a picture of Jesus and photos of his family on the wall. I sat next to 
him on the bed. He looked at my mother and asked her the same question he had been 
asking every day since he was moved here from hospital two weeks ago. 
John  When am I coming home? When am I coming home? 
My mother didn’t answer and looked at me. I could smell that he had shit his pants. 
Steve  John- you’re not coming home 
John  So you’re the boss of the family now- giving all the orders 
Steve It’s too much for Betty to look after you. It’s better that you 
stay here and she can visit you everyday. 
He looks at Betty, who is about to give in. 
Steve John- Betty is 85 and the doctor says she is too old to look after you. 
You need lots of care at the moment, more than Betty can provide. 
The head nurse tells me that you are fighting them off with your 
walking stick when they come to shower you. 
John When am I coming home? 
Steve John- this is now your new home. 
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He wants me to stay for lunch but I could feel I was at breaking point. 
Steve I have to go now, John. 
I kiss him goodbye and walk out (walk to back). 
A few days later, I had a dream where he appeared, reaching out to me. The phone rang 
the next day and it was my sister, Jane, telling me he had passed away in his sleep. He 
was 95yrs old. (pause) 
 
Sc 39 Ashes Ceremony 
Audio of funeral music on church organ 
The funeral was a dry affair, as my father had requested ‘the standard 1662 service’, 
with no eulogies allowed. As a family, we felt silenced, so I suggested that we hold our 
own private family ceremony. 
My sister lives on the edge of a big lake and I suggested we scatter the ashes in the lake, 
as he had a close association with water, having been a port chaplain. My sister was 
horrified ‘Hold on—I have to swim in that lake’. 
So we decided to hold it in my sister’s back garden and bury a portion of the ashes in 
the garden, covered by a rose bush. 
(place urn, small bowls, teaspoon on table) 
The night before, my mother gave me the container containing my father’s ashes and we 
divided them up. Jane wanted to save some to bury with my mother, I wanted some and 
the rest was for the rose bush. 
Steve One teaspoon for me, one for Betty and one for the rose bush. 
The next morning (start digging), I dug a hole that he would be proud of. I designed a 
ritual where each member of the family would step up in front of the hole, say what  
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they wanted to say and scatter some of his ashes. My mother and sisters went first and 
seemed overwhelmed. Then it was my turn. 
(Steve’s eulogy) 
‘Hello John, I know you probably disapprove of our little ceremony, but we wanted to 
say goodbye in our own way and to celebrate your life. I know we didn’t always see eye 
to eye but I wanted to acknowledge that you were a good man, a loyal husband and 
provided for your family. You were a man who stuck by his faith and his principles- and 
you gave people hope through your work.’ 
Audio of David Bowie ‘Let’s Dance’ 
And now, because I’m a chip of the old block and like you, I’m going to have the last 
word. (begin dancing) 
For a moment, my family were shocked- then they all burst into laughter. It was a 
wonderful moment of spontaneity, love and rebellion. 
 
Sc 40 Greta’s Hanky 
My dear friend and soul mate Greta, after a long battle with cancer, died soon after my 
father passed away. She was 55yrs old. The last time I saw her, she asked me ‘Do you 
still sleep with a hanky under your pillow?’ 
‘Of course’ and we laughed. 
A few months later, I am attending an event with my teacher, when a video is shown of 
a meeting, which he held with a group of people who were terminally ill. There was a 
long close-up of a beautiful woman in the audience. She was wearing a scarf on head 
and she had the biggest smile on her face. As the camera moved in closer, I noticed 
there was a single tear falling down her cheek. When I realised who it was, my heart 
cracked open. (hanky). Prem then came onstage and spoke about Greta. 
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Excerpt from video ‘Delivering on a Promise’ with Prem speaking at this meeting, 
with Greta sitting in front row of audience (1.09) 
Sound of waves 
 
Sc 41 The body returns home 
I have always loved the moment, on a hot summer day, of diving into the ocean. I’m 
already anticipating the experience as I sit at my computer, my body aching to move 
and be cooled. I find myself unpegging my towel, climbing into the car and heading for 
the beach. 
Fade up audio Jon Hopkins ‘Light through the Veins’ 
The light glistens off the water and the sand feels soft under my feet. The sun warms my 
back and I prepare myself for the moment of entry. 
I dive into the water…’Aahhhh’…. the body returns home. 
Lights fade 
Curtain Call- acknowledge Elaine, Aime and Ben (production team) 
Lights come up 
Question & Answer session with audience 
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Chapter Five: My Own Creative Practice 
 
Who we are, who we have become both socially and personally, is rooted in our families 
and yet also, for some much more decisively, for some much less distinct from them. 
 ——Bertaux & Thompson, 2005, p. 13 
I found my father a difficult man to get to know, and our relationship had not been an 
easy one, so I was interested in understanding more about this and, perhaps most 
importantly, why I had made such an effort to become ‘decisively distinct’ from him. 
This is where the seeds of this practice-led research project lay. As part of my research 
process, I requested a colleague, Kathryn Riding, to interview me and ask the same 
questions I had asked the nine other performers. In response to the question concerning 
my motivation, I replied: 
Because our family had emigrated from the UK to NZ in the 1950s—our little family of five 
were the only ones there—separated from the rest of the family in Yorkshire. So there was 
this sense of wanting to document our own family history, especially if it would help me 
better understand myself and my relationship with my father. (Steve Matthews, interview 
with Kathryn Riding, 22 November 2012) 
As discussed in Chapter Two, I had immersed myself in the heuristic inquiry of how, as 
a performer, I could use performance to investigate my life; an investigation prompted 
by the death of my father and research into the genre and practice of solo 
autobiographical performance. Later, as I began the second stage of the inquiry, the 
acquisition of data principally through my interviews, I became aware of how powerful 
family motivations were to the work of many of the performers and how the process of 
performing their lives produced insights into the family relationships in question. The 
two strands of heuristic inquiry and practice-led research are woven together in this 
chapter, which discusses the third stage, that of creative synthesis, in which I explored 
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for myself the experience of making and performing a solo autobiographical 
performance. 
Observations from the Field 
As part of the first stage of the heuristic inquiry and as a practice-led researcher 
new to this performance genre, I began the process of immersion by attending 
performances by experienced practitioners. Between January 2009 and April 2012, I 
attended performances by Mike Daisey, Daniel Kitson, Shon Dale-Jones, Laurie 
Anderson, Adam Rapp, Stephen Fry, Carrie Fisher, Bette Bourne, Mike Birbiglia, 
Grahame Bond, David Clarkson and Tami Anderson. I also attended performances by 
the nine Australian solo autobiographical performers discussed in Chapter Three. 
As I watched these performers, I reflected on what elements of their 
performance styles I could use for my own show, and on experiences from my own life 
upon which I could draw to create the content of the performance. I observed that each 
performer drew on their own distinctive cultural heritage, whether it was Australian–
Aboriginal, Australian–Chinese, Australian–Anglo-Irish, Australian–Jewish, Anglo–
American, English or Welsh. However, there were differences with respect to the stories 
they told and the way they told them. 
My own ideas at this stage were still unformed, but I was struck by the diversity 
of approaches and began to look out for certain elements. How, for example, did they 
embody their lived experiences? How did they dramaturgically organise their material 
(content, structure, themes)? From here I focused on the how they performed, their 
styles and personae, how they used language and their physicality. Finally, I considered 
design, spatial dynamics and technical elements (photographs, digital video, music) and, 
most importantly, how they negotiated their relationships with their audiences. I have 
included initial observations that I made at the time of seeing these performances at 
Appendix A. 
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Performing My Life? 
The more shows I attended, the more I recognised each of the performers’ 
extensive skills and their emotional courage in performing this work. Unsurprisingly, I 
began to feel daunted and overwhelmed at the prospect of creating and performing my 
own solo autobiographical show, as I detailed in my journal at the time: 
I have discovered that the actual process of sifting and sorting through the wealth of 
experiences that I have had in my life and shaping them into a coherent and dramatically 
engaging performance piece is going to be a much more challenging process than I initially 
imagined. Faced with the reality of the project that I have committed myself to, my 
excitement is quickly evaporating and it is being replaced by mounting anxiety. The 
transition from the initial seed of inspiration to undertake this research project to the reality 
of writing/creating my own performance script and entertaining an audience for an hour (or 
more) seems daunting. 
My immediate reaction to this anxiety is to change the scope and direction of the research 
project. For many years, I have facilitated and directed projects that involved a group of 
actors devising an original performance piece based on a combination of their own or 
other’s stories. As the facilitator/director, I am in the safer, more detached position of the 
observer and shaper of the process. This is my strength and I should ‘stick to my knitting’. 
Isn’t creating a performance piece about myself a little narcissistic and self-indulgent, when 
there are so many important stories to tell and ‘issues’ to explore? To their credit, my 
supervisors are being supportive and patient with me and they are gently guiding me back to 
my original inspiration and reasons for going ahead with the autobiographically based 
performance piece. 
In the process, I am understanding that this reaction is an intrinsic part of the process of 
writing and performing an autobiographically based solo performance piece. The first step 
is to stop running away, turn around and face myself. What I am realising is that in the 
telling of my own story, it means that I can no longer hide. I, and my life, will be onstage, in 
the spotlight for everyone to see and hear. I am also recognising that I have a lot of anxiety 
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about my ability to write and create material that will be both engaging and entertaining. 
(Steve Matthews, journal entry, 26 September 2009) 
I began to realise what was at stake here: me, alone, sorting through and shaping the 
disparate threads of my life into a coherent story and performing it before an audience. 
Although my first reaction was to run to the safety of what I knew—facilitating the 
work of others—I began to understand that facing my fear and insecurities was an 
integral part of the process I had begun. Later, as I began interviewing the Australian 
performers, I realised that I was not alone in facing these dramaturgical challenges and 
crises of confidence; learning to accept feeling vulnerable was inherently part of the 
creative journey of the solo autobiographical performer. 
To support myself in this initial stage of researching and writing my own lived 
experiences and memoirs, I enrolled in several life-writing courses at the New South 
Wales Writers Centre. The courses gave me the discipline of writing regularly and the 
freedom to experiment with different techniques to access memories, to structure the 
stories and most importantly, to gain feedback about the material from the tutor and 
other students in the class. My first tutor, the experienced life writer Patti Miller, invites 
us: 
to open the poetic door to the brain, the door of memory and free association, where your 
writing is much more likely to be vivid and glowing with the intensity of the original lived 
experience. (Miller, 2001, p. 19) 
 
Figure 39. Susan, Steve and Jane Matthews (1959) Photo: Steve Matthews Collection 
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Whereas others in the class were writing memoirs, I was writing a script for 
performance, so I asked if I could read my material out loud, as I wanted to see and feel 
an audience’s responses as well as submit a written version. Despite my lack of 
experience as a writer, I was encouraged by the positive responses of my fellow 
students and the tutor to my childhood story: 
I enjoyed this piece enormously—lots of wonderful detail evoking childhood beautifully. 
We see a creative, imaginative child in all his passion and dedication, without self-
consciousness. A vivid, well-observed piece—the inner self as finely shown as the outer 
world. Keep writing. (P. Miller, personal communication, 5 June, 2009) 
Early memories from around the age of three onwards were quite vivid and easier to 
capture on the page than I had expected. The most difficult memories to write about 
were the more unpleasant and traumatic ones, such as the experience of being sent to 
boarding school as a seven-year-old child. Miller writes that: 
Many emotions lie hidden until you start writing; many thoughts are focused through the 
act of writing. Attending a life story is revealing and the revelations can be both 
rewarding and difficult. (Miller, 2001, p. 25). 
In a second life-writing course run by the writer, Beth Yahp, I learnt a technique that 
unlocked a door that had been tightly shut for many years and allowed me to access and 
write about the traumatic time in my childhood spent at boarding school. We were 
asked to draw a picture of the room in which the story was located as if we (our ‘adult 
selves’) were above it, looking down into the room, and then to place our ‘child selves’ 
and other characters in the room. This simple yet effective technique created a different 
perspective and degree of distance. I was able to see and describe myself and others in a 
scene from my childhood (when my father first dropped me off at boarding school as a 
seven-year-old child) as if they were ‘characters’ in a play.  
I realised that the writing process can be so internalised and subjective that 
you can lose sight of the fact that even though you are writing about yourself and other 
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real people, you are still writing a script in which you are represented as a character (a 
construct), interacting with the other ‘characters’. Two years later, during the 
workshopping and dramaturgical stage of this project, my dramaturg used a similar 
technique by referring to me in the third person as ‘the character, Steve’ going on his 
journey’ through different life experiences. Like Deborah Leiser-Moore, who used the 
same technique, I discovered that putting myself into the third person helped to give me 
the distance and clarity to more effectively edit and shape my own life story. 
Playing with the Self/Selves 
As described in the Introduction to this thesis, John Freeman reflects on the 
phenomenon of ‘autoperformance’ and provides a deconstruction of Spalding Gray’s 
work that challenges the assumption that he presents onstage his ‘real’ self. Freeman  
makes the point that even if the content is drawn from a performer’s lived experience, 
the performer still crafts it and his performance into a heightened theatrical event, not 
only through language and embodiment but also through the medium of a ‘constructed’ 
self or persona (Freeman, 2007, p. 100). Deirdre Heddon also describes the process of 
representing different ‘selves’ in autobiographical performance:  
In the act of representing the self, there is always more than one self to contend with; the 
self is unavoidably split. There is the self who was and the self who is. There is the self who 
is performed and the performing self. Which self is being presented? (2008, p. 27) 
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Figure 40. Steve’s inner selves (2005). Photo: Steve Matthews 
This observation is consistent with discoveries I had made through attending 
workshops with Hal and Sidra Stone (2002) and reading their book Embracing Our 
Selves (1989). Through their research, they have developed a theory and methodological 
tool they call ‘The Psychology of the Selves’ (also known as Voice Dialogue), designed 
to identify the multitude of our inner ‘selves’, including the internalised voices of our 
child and parental selves. ‘Our first realisation’, they explain, ‘was that these different  
selves inside of us behaved like real people and needed to be treated with the greatest 
respect’ (2007, p. 6). They further elaborate on their research: 
We see the ‘selves’ as the smallest discrete units of the psyche, which determine ‘who we 
are’ at any given time. Each self has its own way of viewing the world, its own perceptions, 
its own beliefs and rules, and its own specific history. (Stone & Stone, 2014, p. 1) 
Both Heddon’s and the Stones’ research raises questions for the autobiographical 
performer. They suggest the need to be conscious of which ‘selves’ are at play and how 
one selects and shapes the stories one chooses to include in the script. Through the 
writing process, I became conscious that the way in which I remembered and re-told my 
story in the present was influenced by the ‘self’ or lens through which I was viewing 
past experiences and how I (re)interpreted certain events. 
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Figure 41. Steve at different stages of his life (1955, 1972, 1987, 2008) Photos: Steve Matthews 
Collection 
This presented choices about which parts of myself I would reveal to the 
audience and from whose perspective I would tell the story. Would I tell the story from 
the experience of the child, the adolescent, the young man or the mature adult looking 
back? There was also the possibility in performance that the story could switch back 
and forth between these different points of view or ‘selves’. And what about the 
perspective and voices of other characters in the story, such as my father and other 
members of my family? In Devising Solo Performance: A Practitioners Enquiry, Misri 
Dey proposes that: 
Solo devisers, freed from having to represent a character, are able to work with a spectrum 
of performed versions of themselves. Some of these can be linked more closely to the 
practitioner’s life and experiences. Some of these can arise from the live performance 
situation itself, with the performer’s presence, including bodily presence as a key dimension 
of the multiplicity of selves that are in play (2015, p. 135). 
Along with the different selves based on my past experiences and stages of my life, 
there would also be the presence of my onstage persona throughout the performance. 
Would this be similar to my daily offstage self or another version of myself? 
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I was also faced with the question of which stories from my life I would choose 
to tell. Would I censor myself and tell only the stories that I liked and that showed me in 
a good light? Or should I be more honest and also tell the stories of pain, sadness and 
failure? How would I navigate my way through my own lived experience and decide 
which stories to tell and which to leave out? These questions arose spontaneously, the 
more deeply I engaged in the life-writing process and the closer I got to the time when I 
would need to begin structuring and crafting the stories into a performance. Initially I 
found myself writing about the more positive life experiences. As I became comfortable 
and confident with the writing process, I began to explore the more painful and 
traumatic life experiences. 
As described in Chapter Three, many of the other performers I interviewed did 
not create their show through a writing process and, when they did, most used a 
dramaturg/writer to transcribe and craft their oral stories into a script. Alternatively, 
they (and I) chose to work with a collaborator or dramaturg/director who helped with 
the selection and shaping of the stories through a dramaturgical process of research, 
improvisation and editing in the rehearsal room and in the process, with gaining more 
detachment. Of the nine solo performers I interviewed, only three wrote their scripts 
completely on their own. 
As well as writing, attending performances and interviewing performers, I 
returned to New Zealand to conduct an interview with my mother about her early life 
growing up in Yorkshire in 1930s and 1940s, about my father and her memories of my 
childhood. I was fortunate to conduct this interview before she slid into dementia. 
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Figure 42. Betty and Steve Matthews (2007). Photo: John Matthews 
I asked my mother if I could have several boxes of family photos that became an 
invaluable resource for prompting stories from my own memory banks and included 
photos from my parents’ early lives. Several of the performers (William Yang, Paul 
Dwyer, Deborah Leiser-Moore, Paul Capsis, David Page) I interviewed had 
acknowledged the importance of photographs and objects as visual and kinaesthetic 
links to their past and their family. 
 
Figure 43. Susan, Steve and Jane Matthews, Otaki (1963) Photo: Steve Matthews Collection 
As part of his research for his solo autobiographical show, 887 (2016), Robert 
Lepage also used this technique of looking through the old family photographs to 
prompt his memory and he talks about his experience in an interview with Stephanie 
Bunbury: 
It was revelatory. There were so many details—a tapestry that hung on the wall, a toy bus 
on the sofa, a box of coloured pencils—so familiar but I had never noticed them before and  
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they now reduced me to tears. Real memory is a daisy chain of associations that shift, shape 
and alter emphasis in the light of what has come since. Memory is something that has to do 
with the senses. All the senses remember an event an event or thing. (2016, p. 5) 
My own experience was similar to that of Lepage. As I looked at each photograph, I 
found myself flooded with different memories, sensations, thoughts and feelings 
associated with that particular time. As well as being used as stimuli for the writing 
process, photographs became an important component of the performance script, either 
through the use of images to support the text or as an integral part of the narrative when, 
at times, I would comment on or engage in a dialogue with a specific photograph. 
Catherine Liu claims that family photographs ‘can never be fully grasped or seen, only 
alluded to’ and would ‘need to be performed in an act of showing [oneself] looking at 
the family photographs in order to be revealed’ (Lui, 2002, p. 534). As the only person 
onstage, incorporating photographs in the show would be a way to bring to life other 
key characters, such as family members, not just through the images, but more 
importantly, through talking to the audience about my relationship with the different 
characters.  
Feedback and Collaboration 
The research and writing process was challenging but satisfying. The challenges 
included maintaining the discipline of writing regularly despite the interruptions to my 
writing routine of having to work to financially support myself, as well as fluctuations 
in my energy, focus, creativity and access to memories. However, my commitment to 
complete the project did not waiver and a regular meditation practice assisted me to be 
in a still, receptive internal state to engage in the ongoing heuristic inquiry into my lived 
experience and to transfer those memories and life experiences onto the page. 
After three years of part-time research and life-writing, I had compiled eighty 
pages of stories and photographs from different periods of my life. I had reached the 
point where I needed feedback from others, so in February 2012, I sent the draft to a 
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selection of professional colleagues, writers, playwrights, dramaturgs, old friends and 
my academic supervisors. This was a more informed and specialised audience than my 
writing classes, so I expected more critical responses, which were generously offered to 
me. Some examples of the feedback are (April 2012): 
Reading it felt naughty and intimate 
I went on the ride with you 
Good device of seeing through the young boy’s eyes 
Needs cutting and editing, especially the author’s voice 
Need to break up rhythm 
Need to identify key themes and tie everything to them 
We want to see you knocked in and out of shape on your journey to find your 
‘home’ 
Wanted more emotional honesty and vulnerability 
Place yourself at the centre of the drama 
Your power and currency are in your own experience 
Go more into the sensory world 
Show more rather than tell 
Need to look at the overall structure 
Very evocative of a particular time 
I could relate to many of the stories 
Needs to be workshopped and embodied to find out what works or doesn’t work 
as a performance 
The feedback was extremely valuable, being both encouraging and constructively 
critical of what was missing and what needed further development to make the writing 
work as a script for performance. As well as observations about the dramaturgical 
aspects of the construction and style of the script, it gave me more information about 
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which stories and content each reader responded to. The comments, to some extent, 
tended to reflect the perspective and interests of each reader and their thematic and 
stylistic preferences. With autobiography, there is not only an identification with shared 
experiences but also an element of fascination with the intimacy and private nature of 
the stories, especially for those who do not know the writer/performer. For those who 
did know me, who had similar experiences or grew up during the same period, there 
was a stronger sense of identification with many of the stories. 
This raised the question about the responses of an audience and the importance 
of creating a work that would engage and affect every audience member, regardless of 
whether they knew me or were of the same generation. My intention was to create a 
performance piece that was not only unique and specific to me as the storyteller, based 
on my experiences and the cultural, social and political milieu in which I grew up, but 
that also touched on more general—perhaps even universal—themes and experiences 
that any audience member could relate to and engage with. 
Most the critical feedback pointed to the reality that more work was required in 
terms of creating a clearer structure, identifying key themes and offering more 
emotional honesty and vulnerability in regard to my stories. I realised that I now needed 
the support and expertise of a dramaturg and director to enable me to successfully 
navigate the next stage of development: I would need assistance to structure, edit and 
‘creatively synthesise’ my stories into a performance piece and to discover my own 
distinctive performance style and storytelling persona. 
One person who read this first draft was Elaine Paton, a professional actor, 
dramaturg and director. Not only had she given me extensive critical feedback but she 
also offered to work with me to take it to the next stage: a work-in-progress 
performance to an invited audience. I had originally approached director/performer John 
Bolton, who had created and performed his own solo shows (and had directed Tami 
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Anderson in her solo autobiographical show), to direct my show but he was not 
available. I knew Elaine through working with her as a colleague while teaching at  
NIDA and The Actors Centre, and performing with her as an actor in a role-play 
context. She had also transcribed my interviews with the Australian performers so she 
was already familiar with the project. She was keen to work with me and, after further 
discussion, I felt she had the understanding and skills to facilitate the critical next stage 
of development of the project. 
As mentioned by several of the solo performers that I interviewed, the person 
one chooses to trust and work collaboratively with on such a highly personal project is 
critical with respect to having a productive, harmonious working relationship and 
influencing its artistic qualities and style. I had reached a point where I felt I had done 
as much as could on my own in terms of the writing. The other pragmatic aspect was 
Elaine’s availability. I had received a small grant from the university to cover some of 
the costs of a dramaturg and minimal production expenses. Elaine had her own reason 
for becoming involved in the project: 
The solo autobiographical genre has always appealed to me and I felt a strong connection to the 
background of Steve’s story of his problematic relationship with his father. Being a script writer, 
dramaturg and director, I could see that condensing 80 pages of chronological stories into an 
engaging piece of theatre would be a challenge for Steve as the work was so personal. I felt that a 
narrative structure was needed and that the themes, that at this point in the writing were obscured 
would need identifying. (E. Paton, interview, 12 June 2014) 
From Computer to Rehearsal Studio 
The performance maker, David Williams says that: 
the task of devising is to try to locate the shapes of what it is you think you’re 
looking for whilst often being in the dark as to exactly what that is. So, the 
deviser and the devising dramaturg’s role straddles tensions between structure  
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and possibility, known and unknown, fixity and fluidity (D. Williams, 2010, 
p.197). 
Leaving the safety of the study and the computer to step into the rehearsal studio was 
both exciting and anxiety provoking. After years of sitting in the teacher and director’s 
chair and now, the writer’s chair, I entered the more vulnerable space of the performer, 
subjecting myself to the offers and direction of a dramaturg/director and relinquishing a 
degree of control over the material. 
 
Figure 44. Steve Matthews and Elaine Paton workshopping stories (2012). Photo: Steve Matthews 
Initially, this was challenging. I had not worked with Elaine before as a 
dramaturg/director, so I was getting used to her creative process and her approach to the 
material. Initially, she seemed more focused on individual stories and moments as 
opposed to identifying the themes and the overall structure and shape of the show. I 
found myself resistant to revisiting some of the material, having already written it and, 
therefore, to some extent, distanced myself from it. The workshop process was forcing 
me to re-experience these feelings, which were not always pleasant. On reflection, I was 
not allowing myself to let go, to trust Elaine and to be open to her input. This made me 
aware of how attached I was to the material and to consider the possibility that I was, in 
Keith Johnstones’s terminology, ‘blocking’ rather than ‘accepting’ her ‘offers’ 
(Johnstone, 1981, p. 94). 
However, there were joyous moments of discovery, when, through 
improvisation, we found a new way of encapsulating the ‘essence’ of a story through  
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physicalisation, an object or an image to highlight the text. Most importantly, it was 
exciting to reawaken my ‘performer’ self through simply getting up on the floor and 
doing it. During the previous decade of working as a teacher and director, this part of 
me had limited opportunities for expression: 
The first week of workshopping left me feeling exhausted—physically, mentally and 
emotionally. As we are videoing the workshops, I spent a day viewing the footage and I  
realised that I was attached to the idea that some of the stories/life experiences were more 
important than others. This raised questions about my own subjective experience and I  
understood that, in her role as a dramaturg, it was Elaine’s job to challenge my viewpoint. I 
have recently read The Sense of an Ending by Julian Barnes and I am currently reading 
Contesting Childhood by Kate Douglas. Both these books question the reliability of 
memory and highlight its subjective and selective nature. (Steve Matthews, journal entry, 24 
June 2012) 
I was concerned that we were focusing too early on the worth and detail of each story, 
before we had gained more clarity about the overall dramatic arc of the whole journey. 
At the same time, I was also in the process of trying to discover my own distinctive 
storytelling and performance style. 
After seeing other solo performers’ work, there were aspects of their styles and 
strengths that I would have liked to bring to my own performance. These included 
Spalding Gray’s vivid descriptions of childhood experiences; William Yang’s use of 
photographs and his descriptions of the content of the photographs; Laurie Anderson’s 
use of music and lighting to evoke a mood for a story; Paul Capsis’s emotional 
vulnerability; Deborah Leiser-Moore’s and Meme Thorne’s theatrical explorations of 
their relationships with a parent; Michael Workman’s use of humour in the face of 
trauma; Paul Dwyer’s telling of personal stories within the framework of a specific 
historical and cultural context; Shon Dale-Jones’s physicality, use of objects and 
multimedia; David Page’s physical energy and use of popular music to evoke a  
  
192 
particular era; William Zappa’s technical virtuosity as an actor in re-enacting stories and 
playing different characters; and Tim Stitz’s switching back and forth between the roles  
of himself and other key characters in the story. However, at this stage, it was best for 
me to put aside all my preconceptions and work more instinctively and intuitively rather 
than trying to consciously draw on the strengths, styles and influences of other 
performers. 
At the start of the second week, Elaine and I had a frank conversation and I 
expressed all of my concerns. In response she was open and understanding, reminding 
me of what we both knew from reading the transcripts of the interviews with other 
performers: that the process of creating a solo autobiographical show was intellectually, 
emotionally and physically demanding. Our acknowledgement of this reality made us  
more conscious of each other’s vulnerability in that this was our first autobiographical 
show and we needed to pace ourselves accordingly. 
The next week of workshops proved to be a turning point. We focused on 
moving through the material with a stronger dramaturgical focus and allowing time for 
me to improvise and play with different ways and styles of telling and acting out the 
stories. We found ourselves working more collaboratively and creatively together; as a 
result, we achieved more in terms of clarity about some of the stories and themes that 
we wanted to include. I felt more confident with my creative choices and performance 
style. Even though each rehearsal was demanding, we both felt satisfied with what had 
been achieved; the work was beginning to emerge through the quality and effectiveness 
of the working relationship that Elaine and I had established. As Dey observes, ‘In solo 
devising, making an effective piece of work is intrinsically related to making effective 
relationships with people’ (2015, p. 101). 
In between rehearsals, I viewed the rehearsal videos, revisiting each part of the 
story we worked on to edit the script and make it tighter and more succinct. I then 
  
193 
examined the next batch of written stories with an eye to how they could serve the 
overall story: 
What is heartening about this week’s rehearsal is that I am more in touch with my 
‘performer’ self and I have glimpses of the potential for this piece to work as theatre.  
However, there is a lot more work ahead of us to get it where we would like it to be. (Steve 
Matthews, journal entry, 30 June 2012) 
As noted above, it was at this stage of the process that Elaine suggested we refer to the 
character in the text as ‘Steve’. Over the next few weeks, we developed more clarity 
about the overall dramatic arc of ‘Steve’s’ journey as we moved through the material 
with a stronger dramaturgical focus. 
Dramaturgy 
The dramaturg’s task is to focus attention on the weave, texture and 
assemblage of heterogenous elements within the live event. She is a co-deviser 
centrally implicated in the process of shaping and sculping a compositional 
poetics of performance (i.e. dramaturgy) (D.Williams, 2010,p. 198). 
As the dramaturg, Elaine stressed the importance of identifying the key themes and 
relationships of the overall work and choosing stories to support their development. 
Playwright Mary Rachel Brown, who read my original treatment, had also suggested 
this strategy. I had given the show the working title of ‘Can I Come Home Now?’ as the 
search for a sense of ‘home’ seemed to be my underlying drive throughout my story. 
‘Steve’ was sent to boarding school and separated from his home at seven years old, 
which created this yearning in him to return home. It became a recurring theme 
throughout the material: ‘Steve’, searching for his ‘home’ in music, theatre, 
relationships, spirituality, communities, family and finally, finding it within himself. 
This leads to the realisation that the home he seeks on the outside already exists within 
him. 
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This thread seemed to travel a full circle to the end of the story, when his father, ‘John’, 
in an aged care facility, asks his wife to be allowed to come home to die; he is told by 
his son, ‘Steve’, that he cannot come home. At the beginning of the story, the father 
sends his young son away from home, only to experience, at the end of his own life, this 
same son (now an adult) telling him that he could not come home to die. Another theme 
we identified was ‘What does it mean to be a man?’. Male role models changed 
markedly from the time my father grew up in the 1930s and ’40s to the time I grew up 
in the 1960s and ’70s, when so much social, political and cultural change was taking 
place. This question led to a deeper one of ‘What does it mean to be a human being?’ 
and the search for meaning and fulfilment. 
Other major themes that emerged explored the tension between the two opposite 
sides of ‘Steve’: masculine/feminine, good boy/bad boy, real life/fantasy and 
imagination, structure/freedom, safety/risk and mind/heart, and the changing roles, 
tactics and selves that Steve developed to manage and embrace this ‘tension of opposite 
selves’ (Stone & Stone, 1994, p. 2). ‘Steve’s’ journey was about learning how to 
balance and embrace these different aspects of himself. As mentioned in Chapter 3, 
David Page had also identified this theme of embracing his ‘opposite selves’. In my 
own case, identifying my opposite selves became an important key to structuring the 
material and choosing a range of both dramatic and comedic stories and moments that 
reflected all the different sides of ‘Steve’. 
As another organising principle, Elaine and I decided to focus on a few of my 
key relationships—with my father, my teacher/mentor, my ex-partner, Greta and my  
mother—as these were the strongest and deepest relationships that continued throughout 
the whole story. 
I created an initial draft structure, containing 65 stories/scenes that we were considering 
for the script. I further expanded on this structure to produce a sequence of images to 
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accompany the stories/scenes. I placed a ‘Post It’ note for each story on a large piece of 
cardboard, like a storyboard for a film, which we could rearrange as we continued to 
refine the structure and edit the stories. Both Meme Thorne and Michael Workman 
mentioned in their interviews that they preferred to create a visual picture of all the 
stories that they were considering. Similarly, William Yang structured his narrative by 
first laying out his photographs. 
 
  
Figure 45. Storyboard containing the different stories (2012). Photo: Steve Matthews 
The storyboard provided a visual, chronological record of all the stories and revealed 
the patterns and cycles across the spectrum of the different stages of my life. This 
technique was particularly effective for someone like me who is strongly visual with 
respect to the way my mind processes and organises information. 
Elaine suggested using a storytelling structure described in Christopher Vogler’s book 
about script writing, The Writer’s Journey (1999), in which he outlines the mythic 
structure of The Hero’s Journey developed from the research and writings of Joseph 
Campbell. Even though this initially locked us into a chronological, narrative structure, 
it enabled us to gain more clarity about the through-line of ‘Steve’s’ journey, as we 
examined different events and stories and where they belonged within the structure of 
The Hero’s Journey: 
At heart, despite its infinite variety, the Hero’s story is always a journey. A hero leaves 
comfortable, ordinary surroundings to venture into a challenging, unfamiliar world. It may 
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be an outward journey to an actual place—but there are as many stories that take the hero on 
an inward journey, one of the mind, heart and spirit. In any good story the hero grows and 
changes, making a journey from one way of being to the next: from despair to hope, 
weakness to strength, folly to wisdom, love to hate and back again. The stages of the Hero’s  
Journey can be traced in all kinds of stories, not just those that feature ‘heroic’ physical 
action and adventure. The protagonist of every story is the hero of a journey, even if the 
path leads only into his own mind or the realm of relationships. (Vogler, 1999, p. 13) 
I accepted this structure offered by Elaine, as it seemed to reflect my own journey of 
transformation. It also determined the chronological and dramatic structure of the piece 
and reflected her own narrative writing style and dramaturgical strengths. It is possible 
that working with another dramaturg/director with different stylistic and theatrical 
influences would have brought a different approach and structure that could have been 
non-chronological, non-linear, less text based and more in the style of contemporary 
performance or post-dramatic theatre (e.g. had I ended up working with John Bolton, 
who trained at Ecole Jacques Lecoq). 
However, it is interesting to note that of the nine Australian solo 
autobiographical performers that I interviewed, most chose a chronological structure, 
even though they used different theatrical styles. Looking back now, I think the  
narrative structure did serve its purpose in terms of the theme of ‘the search for home’, 
as the unfolding of the search was chronological. I embarked on a search for home in 
this world only to discover that the feeling of home was not outside, it is inside. This 
was a developmental journey, which suited a chronological structure. 
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Figure 46. Mapping out the dramatic structure (2012). Photo: Steve Matthews 
As mentioned earlier, as we discussed and workshopped the different stories, I became 
aware that I was attached to some stories more than others. For example, I loved the 
childhood story about my Maori friend Peter Woon, who drops his trousers to show his 
contempt for the little pakeha boys. However, funny and culturally revealing as the 
story was, Elaine felt it was important to focus on childhood stories that included my 
father along with those that developed emerging themes: for example, Steve, the young 
‘artist’ drawing cartoon series on the toilet paper while on the toilet. We decided to cut 
the Peter Woon story. 
Elaine’s detachment from the material allowed her to think dramaturgically in terms of 
which stories highlighted the major themes and best served the overall story, and to 
maintain the ongoing key relationships and character development. The oft-cited advice, 
attributed to William Faulkner, about making difficult choices in writing—‘killing all 
your darlings’—helped us through this process: 
It was challenging to remain more objective and to encourage Steve to start seeing the piece 
from an audience’s point of view. Naturally, this was extremely difficult as each story 
within the chronology of Steve’s life was important to him. He was driven by a desire to tell 
them all. All writers find it hard when their manuscripts come back from the editor covered 
in red pen, with precious moments cut, characters morphed, plots diminished and structure 
changed. This is even harder when it is autobiographical writing. The advantages of having 
a dramaturg working with the writer in the early stages means the shaping of the script is a 
collaborative process. The four main challenges in order to lift this piece off the page were 
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finding the best performance style for Steve; cutting it down; creating a sustainable 
structure; and identifying the themes. (E. Paton, interview, 12 June 2014) 
This is an accurate summary of our challenges in the first month of workshops as we 
discussed, played, experimented, clarified and edited the structure and content of the 
script and my performance style. Boz Temple-Morris from the UK company, Primitive 
Science, argues that this kind of dramaturgical overview is needed because the 
performer ‘might be so preoccupied with the complex details of the work he or she 
could find it difficult to see them in context and as a whole. The dramaturg is in a good 
position to see the arc of a piece, emotionally and dramatically’ (cited in Turner & 
Behrndt, 2008, p. 178). As the dramaturg, Elaine stood in the corner of every other 
character—especially my father—and her questions and observations helped me to see 
through their eyes and better understand their choices and behaviour. In the case of my 
father in particular, this reflected the cultural, social and spiritual beliefs and values of 
his generation. Elaine pointed out that my writing about him tended to be biased 
towards my point of view as the child, adolescent or young man from another 
generation. This was an unexpected and significant realisation for me and a testament to 
Baz Kershaw’s ‘fly in the ointment’ theory, referred to in Chapter 2. As a contemporary 
from the same generation, country and culture, who had lived through similar 
experiences—that is, boarding school; training and working as an actor; emigrating 
(from the UK) to Australia—Elaine’s point of view and experiences enabled me to view 
the events of my life as part of a larger cultural and social landscape of change during a 
particular historical period (1940s–70s). 
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Figure 47. Elaine Paton in rehearsal for Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Photo: Salle Ehms 
Once we had mapped out a narrative structure and placed the chosen stories within this 
structure, we focused on each story, and workshopped it through my re-enacting and 
improvising the story, so that it took on its own life, left the page and became an 
embodied performance. The first six weeks were spent clarifying what we wanted to 
include in the story. In that process, there would be times when I would get up and 
improvise a story and it was ‘there’: we did not have to do much more to it. There was 
one story about going to a barn dance as a teenager. I just got up and improvised it. 
With some stories, we would video them and say ‘Great, that’s it’. In other cases, I 
would have written pages and pages about something I thought was important to 
include: for example, the process of becoming an actor and all the different shows I had 
been in. Elaine questioned me on what was the relevance of all this material, reminding 
me that this was not about doing a ‘potted version’ of my career. What was the 
relevance and point of this sequence? I had to go back and examine this material again 
to find a succinct and coherent through-line for the sequence. 
In the end, we did include a sequence based on my early career as an actor and 
the content was carefully chosen and crafted to highlight the deeper themes of my 
search for ‘home’ and exploration of different identities and roles. The most challenging 
scenes to workshop were those that, in the re-telling, triggered strong emotional 
memories: for example, seeing my ex-partner and close friend, Greta, just before she 
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passed away or the scene with my father when I talked with him for the final time 
before he passed away: 
 
Figure 48. Steve meets Greta in Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Photo: Salle Ehms 
Most of the scenes between ‘John’ and ‘Steve’ were antagonistic and as an audience one 
was inclined to feel sorry for Steve. The final scenes involving ‘John’, took place in a 
nursing home where ‘Steve’ would visit his father. Steve remembered arriving one day and 
‘John’ had his back turned and was staring out of the window. I asked Steve to put himself  
into his father’s shoes, to reverse the roles. The character of ‘Steve’ slowly walked up to the 
back of ‘John’ and very slowly the performer Steve turned to face the audience as ‘John’.  
Watching ‘John’s’ stature crumple into a fragile frame captured the ‘essence’ of decline, 
physically and mentally. (E. Paton, interview, 12 June 2014) 
During the interviews, some performers, including Paul Capsis, Michael 
Workman and Meme Thorne, had spoken about how, during the workshop/rehearsal 
process, they had been overcome by strong emotions while recounting a particular life 
event. ‘In the creation, in the rehearsal process, there were times when I would be 
overwhelmed emotionally’ (M.Thorne, interview, 4 November, 2011). I too 
experienced times in the rehearsal room when it was quite emotional for me. Elaine was 
very supportive as she understood the process and she created safe space for me to 
process my feelings. I also understood that it was necessary to experience this before the 
actual performance. Although I was not completely detached from these stories (as I 
wanted to experience them as I told them), I did have more distance in terms of being 
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able to tell the story clearly and remain focused on what I had to do next. Here my 
experience mirrored that of Capsis, Workman and Stitz, who felt this was a necessary 
part of the workshop process to enable one to move towards being more detached, while 
still emotionally connected when performing the stories—so one becomes more like an 
actor working from someone else’s script. 
The presence of a supportive and trusted director as part of the dramaturgical 
process created a safe environment for these feelings to emerge and be expressed; this 
was crucial to my achieving the necessary detachment. A number of the performers I 
interviewed also acknowledged this. In her article ‘Between a Director and a Cast of 
One: A beginning Aesthetic’, Amy Pinney observes that: 
[i]n acting as audience, the director participates in the actor’s move from the private to the 
public. The rehearsal hall occupied by the lone actor and lone director is a liminal space 
between the public and the private. Balancing concern of a friend and yearning for good 
drama is a tension that directors of solo shows will encounter, which might be negotiated by  
evoking an aesthetic that values a long-term interpersonal relationship, privileges dialogue, 
preserves agency for both participants, acknowledges the unique aspects of each new one- 
to-one relationship and remains malleable by insisting upon the re-learning to see a 
particular person onstage. (2006, p. 186) 
Over the months of working together, Elaine and I created a supportive and effective 
working relationship and I felt she was able to balance the ‘concern of a friend’ with her 
dramaturgical eyes and ears for ‘good drama’. Only in the final week of rehearsals, 
when we were both tired and under stress, did the relationship became strained, as I 
describe later in this chapter (in the section titled Production Challenges). 
As a result of the dramaturgical and workshop process, the performance script had been 
edited and condensed from 26,000 to 11,000 words and now consisted of 41 scenes 
reduced from the previous draft structure containing 65 potential stories/scenes. I now 
felt much clearer about the themes, the structure and the choice of stories. Guided by the 
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methodological principles of a heuristic inquiry, we immersed ourselves in the data 
(stories from my lived experience) and examined them closely in relation to the key 
themes and the core aspects of my character and narrative journey. Each chosen story 
was then subjected to a process of exploring imaginative possibilities and creative 
workshopping to capture its essence in a succinct yet illuminating theatrical form. The 
chosen stories were then woven together in a ‘creative synthesis’ (performance script). 
Performance Style and Persona 
As this was my first autobiographical solo show, one of my main goals through the 
workshop process was to discover a performance style and storytelling persona that was 
distinctly my own. Earlier in the year, in preparation for the performance, I had begun a 
physical training programme of regular Iyengar yoga classes and swimming laps in the 
pool, so when I improvised and performed the stories, my 60-year-old body was fit, 
agile and spontaneously capable of responding to the energy and physicality needed to 
play a child, an adolescent and a young man, as well as embodying my 95-year-old 
father. 
 
Figure 49. Steve joins Theatre Action in Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Photo: Salle Ehms 
Elaine has a similar background, which encompasses both text-based and 
physical theatre, so she encouraged me to find ways to physicalise and embody the 
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story, either through ‘Steve’ and other characters or by interacting with objects. As a 
performer, once the story was in my body, I found it easier to play and remember: 
One of the ways of establishing a different feel for the so-called three acts was for Steve to 
perform with his ‘child’ energy, his ‘teenage’ energy and ‘young man’ energy. We needed 
to wake up the performer in Steve who hadn’t been let out of the box for a long time. 
Because his early work as a performer was in physical theatre, I encouraged him to dive into 
the physical arena. (E. Paton, interview, 12 June 2014) 
A particular challenge facing the solo performer is the absence of other performers to 
play with or against: you are faced with the choice of acting out the different 
relationships by playing each character yourself, playing different parts of yourself, 
talking to your audience or interacting with objects or photographs. Through the 
workshopping, I developed a way of representing members of my family: sometimes I 
impersonated them and at other times I represented them with plastic figurines that I 
manipulated like puppets, so that they conversed with me and each other. I also 
interacted with them though the photographs. There were moments while improvising 
when the voice of my father would pop out, as if it was still a force within me. I liked 
becoming my father, then reverting back to myself. It was an external dialogue but it 
was an internal one as well. I had experienced something similar in a workshop with 
Hal and Sidra Stone in 2002, in which I had had the opportunity to identify with the 
voice and energy of my different inner selves, including my father. I enjoyed the 
challenge, as the only actor onstage, of finding different ways to play these characters 
and how ‘Steve’ could interact with each of them. 
Another important part of the workshop process was finding innovative and 
inexpensive ways to create a flexible stage environment within which I could act out my 
story. Having no budget for designing or building a set, the staging evolved from within 
the dramaturgical process, as we identified objects and props that could be transformed 
and take on different symbolic meanings throughout the performance. I found a couple 
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of stools, which we placed front left and front right. These became places to begin from 
and return to. Elaine suggested dividing the space into a masculine and a feminine side, 
so certain stories lent themselves to being told from different sides. We discussed the  
idea that the set could be a construction that could represent a physical sense of home 
(children’s playhouse/playpen) and could also become a ‘prison’ (boarding school) 
through the use of lighting. 
 
 
Figure 50. Steve spends his first night at boarding school in Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Photo: 
Salle Ehms 
Drawing on one of Lecoq’s methodological tools of being creative with what 
you have in your environment, we settled on a plain, multi-functional table covered by a 
cloth that could serve as a bed, altar, stage, family dining table, schoolroom, tree, even a 
womb. It could be stood on, sat on, slept on, hidden under, knelt in front of or crept 
around, and thereby took on the reality of the object that I, as the performer, endowed it 
with. 
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Figure 51. Steve packs his suitcase to go to university in Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Photo: 
Salle Ehms 
The other main object was an old leather suitcase, which became an all-purpose 
prop accompanying me on different stages of the journey and containing my ‘baggage’, 
whether it was my school uniforms, my fashionable ’70s gear or plastic figurines 
representing my family. It could transform into a seat, door or roof rack. It could open 
up and, with a light shone into it, become the symbol of the altered consciousness of an 
LSD trip. It could also become an object on which ‘Steve’ could take out his anger and 
frustration towards ‘John’ by kicking it across the stage. 
Another object that took on a symbolic role was the handkerchief, which the 
young ‘Steve’ would place under his pillow at night and that symbolised the love and 
security of his mother. I consciously connected the handkerchief to my friend Greta, 
who, at the end of the story, asked me if I still ‘sleep with a hanky under my pillow’  
and, as a cancer sufferer undergoing chemotherapy, wore a scarf on her head. The 
transistor radio on which the young ‘Steve’ listened to rock ’n’ roll music became the 
symbol for a new freedom and energy coming from a bigger world, calling him to 
explore beyond his own small world as a child growing up in New Zealand in the 1950s 
and ’60s. 
Objects, props, hats, costumes and photographs became windows into different 
characters and worlds. Every transformation in place, space and time drew on the skill 
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and imagination of myself as the performer, and of the director. We even found a way 
to bring my father’s leather briefcase into the show. This aspect of the creative 
process—the endowment of objects and symbolically connecting objects to different 
characters and environments—was particularly satisfying and rewarding, drawing as it 
did upon my imagination and skills in physical and visual theatre, skills I had learnt 
working with the Lecoq-trained Theatre Action. 
 
Figure 52. Steve looks over the fence of the secondary school in Can I Come Home Now? (2012). 
Photo: Salle Ehms 
Running parallel to, and an integral part of, the dramaturgical and script 
workshopping/writing process was the research and choice of recorded music, video 
clips, photographs and specific lighting effects. As a music lover (with eclectic taste), I 
am aware of the emotional power of music and as a theatre maker and director, I have 
always taken on the job of choosing the music for my shows. I evoked specific 
historical periods through using seminal music and images from a particular era, 
whether it was wartime Britain in the 1940s, Argentina in the 1950s or New Zealand in 
the 1960s and ’70s, including a particularly enjoyable sequence where I lip-synched to 
The Who’s ‘My Generation’. The performance now included over one hundred lighting, 
audio, photographic and video cues and was running at just under 90 minutes. 
For the solo autobiographical performer, the use of photographs is a particularly 
powerful and effective tool and, as my interviewees demonstrated in their own shows, 
they can be used in various ways and for different purposes. There are four ways that 
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photographs can used in solo autobiographical performance: representationally, 
texturally, dramaturgically and dialectectically. A representational photo works 
mimetically, that is, it represents a person, place or event that the performer is referring 
to. In my own work, I mainly use photographs representationally in order to connect an 
audience to other people and myself at different ages and stages of my life (pages 
143,152,169, 173). In contrast, a textural photo can be more abstract. Although it is 
representational, its primary function is to evoke an emotional texture; for example, 
when I show the photo of Greta (p.157). When photos are used dramaturgically, they 
are working to shape the dramatic material outside of the spoken text and the 
performer’s movement or design. They can provide moments to pause and reflect, add a 
different rhythm to the action through sequencing or enhance the narrative. I showed a 
sequence of my parents’ early life in Yorkshire (pp.170-171) to enhance that part of the 
narrative and photos of Woodstock festival (p.145), the Vietnam war (p.142) and an 
anti-war demonstration in Wellington in the early 1970s (p.147) to provide a historical 
and political context to the story. Finally, photographs used in any of the previous ways 
can either compliment the stage action or work dialectically against it; for example, 
when I described the subtext of tension and conflict between the different actors in 
Theatre Action (p.165), the photograph I chose to use was the company performing as 
happy clowns. 
 In terms of assessing and describing my own performance style and stage 
‘persona’, it was too early for me to be able to stand outside of myself and see myself, 
so I asked several audience members who have known me for a number of years to 
describe it and to find out whether it differed from the person they knew offstage. The 
general consensus was that ‘It’s you, but slightly amplified’. Most remarked on the 
physicality of my performance style, the use of the ‘naïve child’ persona (which became 
externalised in the sequence where I play as my clown) and the effective use of audio–
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visual (AV) media and music to support the stories. In the second half, people 
commented on the transformational power of simultaneously playing myself and my 
father in our scenes together and the degree of emotional vulnerability, compassion and 
humour shown throughout the performance. As result of creating and performing this 
solo show I now have more confidence in my own creative choices as a writer, a 
performer and in my stage ‘persona’, as well as identifying my strengths in regard to my 
performance style. 
Production Challenges 
The research project required my fulltime commitment for the eight weeks 
leading up to the performance. Running parallel to the scriptwriting, workshopping and 
training, my other roles and responsibilities included acting as producer, production 
manager, props person, AV researcher (music, photos and video), marketer, promoter 
and video documenter. In the two weeks prior to the performance, the focus was on 
finalising the script and coordinating the technical aspects of the show, which left little 
time for actual rehearsal: 
As the date of the performance grew closer, I had to encourage Steve to leave his writer’s 
hat at home in order for him to be able to concentrate on his role of being actor. I then 
stepped into the role of director. This wasn’t an easy transition to start with. It took time for  
the necessary adjustment of our working relationship to settle in. However, once again a 
trust developed. This time between actor and director. Time was against us and I had to  
push Steve through his exhaustion (not helped by him tearing his Achilles tendon) and the 
distraction of producing the show. I also needed to support him in overcoming  
his ‘fear’ of not having performed for a long time. The show was very physical and 
demanded an enormous amount of energy. At the end of the day, Steve would leave wearing 
his producer’s hat, which took up all his time away from rehearsals—prop buying, 
invitations, programmes, liaising with the lighting and sound designers. Also, being so 
personal, it presented emotional obstacles that Steve had to overcome so he could ‘act’ it, 
not ‘be’ it. (E. Paton, interview, 12 June 2014) 
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As Elaine highlighted, it was becoming increasingly challenging and exhausting for me 
to juggle all the different roles and responsibilities as we got closer to the performance 
date. The reality was that I did not have the resources and support to be able to delegate 
the production duties to others; at the same time, I wanted to maintain creative control 
of the project. In such circumstances, I became conscious of the difference in the degree 
of financial, creative and technical support that performers such as Capsis, Page and 
Yang received from funding bodies and professional companies to mount their solo 
shows, enabling them to focus exclusively on the actual performance, while their 
production team managed the other responsibilities. 
The scope and ethics of a practice-led doctoral research project differ from those 
of a traditional professional production. As the researcher, writer and performer of the 
work, it was important for me to maintain overall control of the research project. 
However, theatre is a collaborative art form and having invited others (director, sound 
designer and lighting designer) to contribute to the creative process, I encouraged and 
welcomed their input as part of the creative project. 
The workshop process involved a high level of creative collaboration and joint decision 
making. This began to change on moving into the studio theatre one week before the 
performance. Even though the distinctive parameters of a practice-led doctoral research 
project had initially been carefully explained to everyone on the creative team, they 
were used to assuming the more traditional roles of ‘director’ or ‘sound designer’ and I 
was seen only as the ‘actor’. I began to feel this pressure to step back from the creative 
decision-making process and completely hand over the reins to the production team, 
which I found myself resisting. Being a solo autobiographical performance added a 
further layer of complexity to these artistic negotiations as I believed it was essential 
that I be involved in every decision concerning the content and production. Director 
Sally Richards observes that ‘with solo performance, the possibility for imbalance 
  
210 
occurs as traditional roles are challenged’ and that both parties must address ‘the tension 
between serving the performer, meeting his/her needs, in contention with the director’s 
responsibility to an audience’ (2014, p. 8). 
At the same time, I was conscious of the need to focus my attention and energy 
on my preparation and rehearsal for the actual performance and leave as many of the 
last-minute decisions as possible to the director. The performance script was only 
finalised 48 hours before the performance. On reflection, having the financial resources 
for a further two or three weeks of rehearsal time would have given us the required time 
to resolve these ‘creative conflicts’ well before the actual performance and adequate 
time to rehearse and learn the completed script. 
Presenting the Work to an Audience 
The performance itself was a significant, ‘watershed’ experience for me. I had 
been working towards this moment of stepping out in front of the audience to perform 
this script for three and a half years and it had been a decade since I had last performed 
before a live audience. As I looked down from my dressing room, it was encouraging to 
see a good turnout of 60 people: colleagues, academics, friends and members of the 
general public. 
 
Figure 53. Audience for performance of Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Photo: Salle Ehms 
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Despite my exhaustion, the physical pain from my tendon injury and my anxiety about 
how the audience would respond to the show and my story, I felt calm and quietly 
excited at the prospect of performing. I knew that I had done all I could with the time  
and resources available to me to prepare the script, the work-in-progress performance 
and myself: 
I said to Elaine before the show ‘There’s only one way I can tell this story and that’s ‘from 
the heart’’. I took the time to do a thorough warm-up (mind, body, voice) to make sure that I 
was feeling clear and centred. So much of the story is about ‘the heart’. It’s about my 
relationships with my family, my lover and best friend, and with my teacher. It’s about my  
own search for love and the feeling of being ‘at home’ within myself. (Steve Matthews, 
interview, 22 October 2012) 
Like the swimmer poised to enter the water, I dived in and immersed myself in the 
performance. As the initial stories were from the early part of my life from childhood to 
my early twenties, they required high energy and physicality and I had to keep 
remembering to pause and breathe. The first half seemed to go at a very fast pace, as I 
was conscious of keeping it under one hour. 
I made the decision to organise catering for the break to create more 
opportunities for interaction and the sharing of stories among the audience. I felt more 
relaxed in the second half and was able create the necessary moments of stillness and 
space within the stories, especially the longer monologues in Scenes 28 and 39, whereI 
enjoyed moments of deep connection with another character and in turn, with the 
audience. Similarly, the performer, Tim Etchells, describes a poignant moment from his 
own solo show: ‘You know that there is a certain something in that combination of 
words, in that rhythm and that tone of voice that conjure something quite vivid. You 
know that it takes people to another place’ (Etchells in Day, 2015, p.149). My concerns 
about being able to maintain my composure during the emotionally charged stories were 
allayed and I was able to act them as I would with any other script. At the same time, I 
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could draw on my own real-life experiences and memories. I think this was only 
possible because we had spent the time in rehearsal acknowledging my vulnerability 
within these stories and creating a clear script. 
 
Figure 54. Steve performing the final scene of Can I Come How Now? (2012). Photo: Salle Ehms 
At the end of the show, I enjoyed the applause and felt a sense of relief and 
achievement. The audience seemed quite affected by the performance and the initial 
feedback in the Q&A session consisted of people sharing their felt experience and 
identifying particular moments or stories that affected them. Gradually, the comments 
shifted more towards the dramaturgical and structural elements of the performance and 
suggestions for possible changes. Others emailed me their feedback, for example: 
Funny, moving, dramatic, beautifully directed, just gorgeous. Well done and please let me 
know when it is on again. So many favourite moments—the acid trip, the handkerchief 
moments, the triangle moment, realising you were good looking and dancing with the 
caliper girl, the digging motif, the firewood story, etc. etc. etc.— just fabulous stuff.  
(Jo Weinberg, professional actor, writer/performer of solo shows, colleague) 
I have known you over a period of ten years and I would have known only 15% of what I 
found out about you tonight—this makes me reflect on my own relationships with people 
and how much we know about each other and how much we reveal about ourselves to each 
other. It was a really powerful, moving, interesting and funny performance. You and Elaine  
and your creative team did a brilliant job. I really did feel quite privileged to have been let 
into your world and your soul.  
(Brian Langsworth, professional actor, psychologist, colleague) 
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Congratulations on a very fine piece of work, and an energetic performance of it! In terms 
of the structure, I think you need a stronger presence of your father earlier in the play to set 
up the ending.  
(May-Brit Akerholt, professional writer/dramaturg) 
Excellent show. This could be a regional (and city) performing arts centre touring show 
across Oz.  
(Rodney Marks, professional performer, writer, colleague) 
I felt very honoured to be in the audience of ‘Can I Come Home Now?’ I was captivated the 
whole way through. I laughed and I had tears. Thank you for being so brave to share your 
vulnerability with such passion.  
(Anne Christie, health professional, friend) 
Great performance. Enjoyed the whole history. My partner felt you were telling his story. 
Structurally, the first half is more about you; second half more about your father. Wanted to 
know more about your father in the first half. 
(Patti Miller, writer, life-writing teacher) 
I found the second act more effective than the first. It engaged me emotionally and it came 
together theatrically much more successfully than the earlier part, but to me the second half 
told me that the most important subject matter in the play was LOVE, and the first half, as  
presently written does not show that it understands that the central thematic of the play is 
LOVE.  
(David Wright, academic, writer) 
Congratulations on your performance last Sunday. My partner Galiindurra and I saw it and 
wanted to express how moved we both were by your performance which showed both your 
vulnerability and courage. It was a ‘watershed’ performance. It reminded me of my 
belonging places at home (New Zealand), remembering, longing, loss and transformation! 
Nga mihi nui. (Ngahiiti Faulkner, member of public, academic) 
Post-performance Analysis 
After the months of intensive workshopping and the performance, I was physically and 
mentally exhausted and took a well-deserved break to rejuvenate myself. Meme Thorne 
also acknowledged that ‘the hardest work was done in creating the piece, leading up to 
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the first performance. (M.Thorne, interview, 4 November, 2011). As part of the 
heuristic inquiry process, Moustakas includes a period of incubation, where the 
researcher ‘retreats from the intense concentrated focus’ on the research but 
‘nevertheless, growth is still taking place’ (1990, p. 28). A month passed before I 
reflected on the creative process, the performance and the audience feedback and 
viewed the video of the show. I allowed myself to witness the show as if I was watching 
someone else performing it (this is a technique I teach acting students when they watch 
themselves onscreen to help them to be more detached and notice more details about 
their performance). I noticed that we had succeeded in creating a clear through-line 
anchored in the key themes and relationships, had balanced both the drama and comedy 
in the story, and had successfully juxtaposed the visual content with the text and action. 
Despite my tendon injury, the months of physical training had paid off and I had 
managed to strongly embody the different characters. I noticed that the feedback from 
solo performer Jo Weinberg (as cited above) also highlighted moments that were 
strongly embodied: for example, the acid trip, the handkerchief moments, the triangle 
moment, realising that I was good looking and dancing with the calliper girl, the 
digging motif, the firewood story. 
I acknowledged there were things that could have been done differently (e.g. 
slowing the first half down, allowing more rehearsal time in the production schedule). 
However, for a work-in-progress showing plus Q&A with a live audience, I felt 
satisfied that it had served its purpose. It was an essential part of the research because it 
gave me first-hand, embodied experience and knowledge of the process of creating and 
performing a solo autobiographical performance and provided valuable audience 
feedback. 
With respect to the feedback, I re-read the script to assess what changes I might 
make to improve it. I was particularly interested in the comment from the two writers 
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that it needed ‘a stronger presence of my father in the first half’ to set up the second 
half, which is more focused on my relationship with my father. On reviewing the script, 
I was interested to discover that my father appears in an equal proportion of scenes 
(56%) in both halves: 14 of the 25 scenes in the first and 9 of the 16 scenes in the 
second. Elaine and I had discussed the importance of maintaining my father’s presence 
throughout the script, which was particularly challenging in the middle part of the story 
as, in reality, he was ‘absent’ from my life between the ages of seven (when I was sent 
to boarding school) and twenty-three (when he had a heart attack). This sense of 
absence was what some members of the audience were picking up on in their feedback. 
On reflection, it would be difficult to change this without rewriting history and 
stretching the truth. 
Following on from a discussion during the post-show Q & A session about the 
challenges of balancing autobiographical authenticity with theatricality, one possible 
change to the script might be to move the sequence of photos from my parents’ early 
lives in the UK (scene 34), as chronologically, it should take place right at the beginning 
of the play. However, dramatically, it works better to begin the play with my birth and 
to show these photos in the second half of the show when I visit my parent’s homeland 
in Yorkshire. This is a good example of creative licence overriding chronology to 
improve the dramatic impact. 
 I was pleased to receive the acknowledgement from an audience member that 
‘love’ was an important theme of the show. However, I would contest the feedback that 
the theme of ‘love’ was not sufficiently present in the first half. The first half sets up the 
theme through establishing the child, ‘Steve’, within a safe, loving family, only to be 
removed from this loving home and sent to boarding school. He finds love again at the 
end of the first half through meeting ‘Greta’. In the second half of the play, he loses 
‘Greta’ to then find love through his teacher and, more importantly, within himself. This 
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experience of integration enables him, at the end of the play, to find love and 
forgiveness for his father. 
The responses and feedback from the audience were valuable for me, as both 
the writer and the performer, in terms of identifying what was working well and what 
needed more attention. I was pleased that the show was seen as ‘powerful’, ‘dramatic’, 
‘moving’ and ‘funny’, which indicated to me that we had the right mix of distinctive 
and contrasting stories as well finding a style of performance that could shift back and 
forth between drama and comedy. People commented on my ‘energy’ and ‘passion’ 
which, I think is particularly important for a solo performance, where you are the only 
one holding the audience’s attention and playing all the different characters.  The words 
‘vulnerability’ and ‘courage’ were used repeatedly in the audience feedback, which 
struck me as being particularly important qualities when describing solo 
autobiographical performance. However, as much as I valued the feedback from the 
audience, I agree with William Zappa, who, after a work- in-progress showing and Q & 
A session for his own show, he concluded that ‘you actually have to write the play you 
want to write. You can’t write the play that other people want’ (W. Zappa, interview, 1 
November, 2011)  
Reading the performance script several times post-performance also highlighted 
for me, as a writer and performer creating his first solo autobiographical show, the value 
of working with a dramaturg to assist in the process of identifying the key qualities, 
themes and stories from my life.   
As mentioned in Chapter Two, I had arranged to be interviewed using the same 
set of questions I asked the other solo performers I had previously interviewed. Having 
now created and performed my own solo autobiographical show, I felt that it was 
important as part of my research to reflect on the same questions that I asked the other 
performers. Throughout this practice-led research, I have tried to maintain a focus on 
  
217 
my principal research questions. As part of the heuristic inquiry, I immersed myself in 
the process of remembering, writing about, analysing and workshopping the raw data 
(my own lived experience) and identifying key themes, relationships and stories. These 
lived experiences and stories were then subjected to dramaturgical and performative 
processes to be creatively realised in the form of a cohesive performance script, using a 
combination of different theatrical media, which could then be viewed and enjoyed by 
an audience. 
By immersing myself fully in this practice component of the research, I gained a 
new, embodied ‘knowing-in-action’ (Schön, 1983, p. 49) about the professional, 
creative, personal and logistical challenges and opportunities of creating and performing 
a solo autobiographical performance. As the subject matter was my own lived 
experience and required a high degree of self-search, the ‘creative synthesis’ that 
emerged as part of the heuristic inquiry gave me a deeper understanding of my own 
family relationships and my own social and cultural history. 
The dramaturgical process changed the way I view certain life experiences and 
especially changed the way I see my father. In her role as dramaturg, Elaine Paton 
questioned certain assumptions I had about my childhood and the actions of my parents 
and asked me to role-play scenes as my father so that I could experience his point of 
view. In the performance, I play not only myself but also the character of my father. 
This allowed me, and the audience, to deepen our understanding of the reality and 
perspective of both characters, including the social, cultural, political and religious 
influences that affected both of us. Elaine observed that: 
One of the major problems of the piece at the start of the process was the character of 
Steve’s father, John. He wasn’t a very likeable man and at this stage of the writing one-
dimensional, only being seen from Steve’s point of view. I felt that we, the audience, 
needed to understand this man in order to develop some compassion for him later on in the 
story. Taking into account John’s family background, the times he was born into, his 
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relationship with God, his wife and subsequently his children started to animate him, 
allowing the audience into his interior world. This meant that they could care about the 
character of John, so when John is dying, it affected them. (E. Paton, interview, 12 June 
2014) 
These realisations about my father could have remained in the rehearsal studio. 
However, what is powerful about the medium of performance is that these insights 
about the father–son relationship, the death of a parent and the power of love can be 
incorporated into the performance script and shared with an audience. 
Similar to the discoveries of Sally Richards (2014) and Amy Pinney (2006) (quoted 
earlier), the research highlighted the complexity and distinctiveness of the performer–
director relationship in this specialised genre, and there were aspects of this that I had 
not learnt from my interviews with other performers. In terms of the relationship 
between Elaine and myself, there was an ongoing renegotiation of power in relation to 
ownership of and attachment to the script, the artistic vision and the high level of 
mutual trust required for the exploration of emotionally charged, autobiographical 
content. 
As a reflective practitioner, I have learnt a considerable amount about the 
practical application of the creative methods involved in the performance-making 
process of writing, workshopping and performing a solo autobiographical performance, 
which is the most critically important part of acquiring the knowledge to solve my 
initial research question of ‘how’ a performer investigates their life by performing it. 
From the initial stage of autobiographical writing and reflecting on the different periods 
of my life, I learnt to access lived experiences and memories and to convert them into 
language and crafted written stories. This process allowed me to see through the eyes of 
my ‘child’ self as well as to look back on myself as a child from my ‘adult’ self’s 
perspective. 
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I then learnt how to translate the stories from the page to the stage and to realise 
that performative autobiography is a different genre to written autobiography. Theatre 
speaks in a different language that involves the body, the voice and a live relationship 
with one’s audience. With theatre, there is a need for greater economy with words and 
to show as much as one tells. I also learnt the importance of dramaturgy to create a 
thematic through-line and structure, which clarified the editing process of deciding 
which stories to keep and which ones to cut. The technique of referring to myself in the 
third person as the character ‘Steve’ (as well as the other main characters) gave me 
more detachment and clarity with respect to structuring the material and managing my 
vulnerability. 
Both the writing and dramaturgical process provided me with a clearer 
understanding of the significance of the particular cultural, socio-economic, political, 
religious, environmental and family influences to which I was subjected growing up in 
the UK and NZ in the 1950s, ’60s and ’70s. Based on the audience feedback, the piece 
also reflected the experiences of others, particularly those who were born and grew up 
in the same era as me. For some of us, this was a period of radical social and cultural 
change, manifesting itself through music, theatre, art, politics, feminism, sexuality, 
alternative lifestyles, consciousness-expanding drugs and the influence of Eastern 
philosophies and spiritual practices. The piece also dealt with the universal themes of 
love, loss, betrayal, family dynamics, relationships, immigrating to a new country, the 
life of the artist and finding one’s ‘home’ and place in the world. 
Throughout the time of researching and observing other solo performers’ work, 
the question in my mind was how I would perform my own solo show. How could I 
draw on the successful aspects of other performers’ styles and techniques, and at the 
same time, develop my own distinctive theatrical style and persona? How would I tell 
my own life stories? The practice-led component of the research through the 
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workshopping and performance process was the only way for me to experiment and 
discover for myself (with valuable feedback from the dramaturg/director and the 
audience) the creative and theatrical choices that worked for me in terms of my stories 
and my performance style. The style of the eventual work was as much an outcome of 
my own particular professional experience and aesthetic taste as was the content. For 
someone with my training and background, in retrospect, it was unsurprising that the 
work emphasised strong physical choices and using text, images, music and objects to 
tell my stories. 
My initial investigation of the genre of solo autobiographical performance 
through observation, reading, reflection and conducting interviews had now evolved 
into embodied ‘praxical’ (Bolt, 2006) knowledge. This arose from fully engaging in 
every stage of the heuristic inquiry into my own lived experience through the immersion 
in all the performative aspects of a research project. These stages included reflective 
life-writing and attending life-writing courses, gathering data through family interviews 
and photographs, completing a first draft of stories and seeking feedback from 
professional colleagues. Taking the raw written materials, I then worked with a 
dramaturg/director to develop a performance script and bring it into being through 
intensive workshops, rehearsals and a showing before an audience. Aside from these 
development activities, there were also my production responsibilities that included 
seeking funding for the showing, engaging a dramaturg/director, undergoing 
performance training, organising rehearsal and performance space, engaging a 
production team (lighting, sound/AV, video documentation, photography), sourcing 
props and costumes and marketing the performance. Finally, wearing my researcher’s 
hat, I conducted the post-performance Q&A, analysed the feedback and video of the 
show, responded to the same questions I had asked my interviewees and reviewed the 
script. 
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I have consciously documented all of these different activities to emphasise the 
difference in complexity between the work of an actor in a play or a performer working 
within a group-devised context and that of the solo deviser. Dey also acknowledges 
these distinctions and the ‘multitude of skills’ required by the solo deviser who 
frequently has to ‘combine these activities simultaneously’. She goes on to argue that 
solo devising: 
requires the dexterous meta-activity of orchestration, skillfully carried out in a number of 
different ways, including the use of long-term intuitive-analytical knowledge and 
experience, role-playing and creating scores and strong compositional frames for working 
and managing collaborative relationships with other artists and dramaturgs. (2015, p. 295) 
Having now had the experience of creating and performing my own solo 
autobiographical show, my respect for other performers of this specialised genre has 
greatly increased. I am now more conscious and knowledgeable of the professional, 
creative, financial and personal challenges they face at every stage of the performance-
making process, and the courage and vulnerability to perform stories based on their own 
lived experiences in front of a live audience. 
Even though I knew this would be a challenging project—especially having to 
multi-task as writer, performer, designer, production manager and producer—I 
underestimated how much time, energy, focus and skill it would take. However, the 
practice-led research and creative process takes on its own momentum and energy. In 
her interview, Deborah Leiser-Moore spoke about how she became ‘obsessed’ with the 
making of her solo show and that the creative process gradually consumed her. I now 
have a clearer understanding of what she was talking about, as I do of the experiences of 
all of the other performers I interviewed. Creating a solo autobiographical show enabled 
me to apply my professional knowledge, skills and craft to the raw material of my own 
lived experience; performing it before an audience gave them the opportunity to reflect 
on their own lives as they simultaneously reflected on mine. 
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Moving from the ‘How’ to the ‘Why’ 
Even though my initial research question focused on the ‘how’ of the process of 
creating a solo autobiographical performance, as I interviewed practitioners in the field 
and immersed myself deeper into my own heuristic enquiry, the question of ‘why’ we 
chose to embark on this journey became equally important. As stated earlier, my own 
initial reasons and motivation came from several goals and research interests: to 
understand more about my own family, particularly my relationship with my father; to 
reflect on my own lived experience and cultural history and share my story through the 
medium of performance; to learn and grow as a reflective practitioner and academic; 
and to step outside my comfort zone and challenge myself. 
However, I did not understand just how challenging it would be or how just how 
much courage, stamina and perseverance is required by the solo performer. Did I  
understand the deeper drive to undertake this particular research project and what the 
outcomes would be? Not entirely. This became more apparent after I had conducted the 
interviews and noticed the recurring theme, which I identified in Chapter Three. In all 
cases, these performers drew on familial material for their shows and stated that a 
primary reason for their shows was to explore, resolve or ‘honour the spirit’(P. Capsis, 
interview, 11 November, 2011) of a key family relationship and/or their relationship 
with a particular community. 
This was equally true for my own motivation to create a solo autobiographical 
performance, as the seeds for the research project were planted days after my father’s 
funeral. I think that if my father and I had enjoyed a more open, accepting and 
supportive relationship while he was alive, I may not have felt the need to embark on 
this project. Shawn H. Katz states that ‘the father–son relationship holds an archetypal 
power. It is a powerful relationship containing inherent seeds of conflict’ (2002, p. 3). 
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This tension often stems from separation during childhood. Deryl Goldenberg observes 
that: 
As men face the truth about their father–son bond, they will experience both pain and 
liberation. As they make their way through the emotional labyrinth, it can become a true 
‘rite of passage’. The son can emerge with a stronger sense of his identity. He can come to  
feel more integrated as a man and perhaps willing to see his father more realistically, with 
both positive and negative traits. (2016, p. 2). 
The dramaturgical process opened up a way by which I was able to develop a deeper 
understanding of the difficulties in my relationship with my father and to reach a place 
of acceptance, even love for him. 
 
Figure 55. John and Steve Matthews (2007). Photo: Betty Matthews 
I now understand how confronting it must have been for him as both a father and 
a ‘man of God’ holding a position of power within an established religion and his 
community, when I chose to explore my spirituality through a living teacher and a 
meditation practice. Xavier Vilar-Brasser claims that the tension between the father and 
son can be caused ‘when the son meets a man that he sees as a mentor, whom he will be 
more affectionate toward than his own parent’ (2014, p. 4). This was clearly the case for 
my father when I met my teacher/mentor. Garry Gilfoy makes the following acute 
observation, which is relevant to both my relationship with my father and to my own 
search for an authentic relationship with my ‘higher self’: 
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There is a very profound father–son archetype that lies at the root of our own relationship to 
our own God, or gods, or higher self, or whatever you deem needs desperately to shine but 
so often cannot. And the damage or neglect that came from our own fathers is reflected  
strongly in this relationship with our higher self. We know deeply that this is not how it’s 
supposed to be. At some level, we experience that great being of light at the core of our own  
self and long for its expression in our lives. When we struggle, we do so against a backdrop 
of unconditional love that we sense awaits us (2012, p. 1). 
Unable to find that ‘unconditional love’ in my relationship with my father, I sought it 
through my teacher, who directed my attention to its source within myself. This led to a 
deeper understanding of my relationship with myself, which, in turn, created more 
openness to the possibility of resolution with my own father. In my interviews with the 
other solo performers, this theme of resolution with a family member also emerged and 
several of them stated they felt lighter and more resolved as a result of creating and 
performing the show. This was especially true for those performers who, like me, were 
coming to terms with a legacy of an unacknowledged or unresolved family relationship 
that had affected their sense of self. 
Once again, my own experience is similar to that of some of the solo performers 
I interviewed. I did feel lighter and more resolved within myself after creating and 
performing my own autobiographical show, especially in the way I see my father.  
Similarly, Michael Workman expressed that with his show The Ogre, he wanted ‘to 
have some record of my father’s life and the effect he had on the people around him, 
especially me. I think of that show as a living eulogy’ (M.Workman, interview, 26 
November, 2011). However, for me, it went beyond resolving this key relationship. The 
writing, dramaturgical and performance processes enabled me to make sense of my past  
through ‘reflectively bending back’ on myself and looking ‘more deeply at self–other 
interactions’ (Alexander, 1999, p. 300). 
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There were some events in my life that had left me feeling different and 
marginalised, like an ‘outsider’: for example, growing up in New Zealand in an English 
family of an Anglican priest; the sense of abandonment and pain of my childhood spent 
at boarding school; working as an independent actor/creative artist; experiencing a 
period of self-doubt and depression triggered by the ending of a significant relationship; 
and becoming the student of a living teacher/mentor from a different culture and 
spiritual lineage. Judging from informal post-show feedback, audience members also 
related to these experiences and themes. 
The act of performing my own solo autobiographical show and being ‘in the 
spotlight’ before a live public audience made me feel vulnerable, as sharing some of 
these life experiences would previously have been something I would only do privately 
and with people I trusted and knew well. As discussed in Chapter Three, Tami Spry 
acknowledges that feelings of vulnerability go with the territory for a practitioner of this 
specialised genre. However, the act of ‘performing my life’ and including a full range of 
both positive and negative life experiences also felt liberating and empowering—an act 
of ownership and agency and a celebration of my own unique life and identity. Paul 
Capsis also acknowledged that for him, it was ‘an all-round experience. A healing  
experience. Re-connecting with my past, my other self. My non-performer self and my 
performer self’ (P. Capsis, interview, 11 August, 2011) 
It was important to me as a professional theatre practitioner to have created and 
delivered a performance that both entertained and affected an audience and stimulated 
thoughtful discussion. It was satisfying to realise my original stated intention, written at 
my first life-writing class, of wanting ‘to capture the unique facets of this particular  
human being’s consciousness and reality’ and ‘to affect others through my story and to 
facilitate reflection on our own lives’. 
  
226 
I recall the feedback on my initial collection of stories from the playwright, 
Mary Rachel Brown, who writes ‘We want to see you knocked in and out of shape on 
your journey to find your “home”’. This was also similar to the journeys of other 
performers I interviewed, whose shows told the stories of their particular life challenges 
and ‘wounds’ as well as their own healing. In an interview conducted in 2017, towards 
the end of my research, Keith Gallasch echoed similar themes in recalling his own 
autobiographical show, Photoplay (1987): 
In 1980, my parents died within a week of each other and it had always been bubbling away 
underneath. It was very hard to reconcile. We had difficult relationships. They didn’t get on 
well together and my relationship with them was pretty difficult—but I loved them. This 
niggled away at me and accumulated until I decided in 1987, to come to grips with their 
deaths. I was motivated by a desire for catharsis. Also, I wanted to understand my family 
history and explore my identity. Contemporary performance work is not often seen as 
cathartic—but the process was cathartic. It helped me to put it all together, which is so 
critical because before this, for those eight years, there were just conflicting feelings. To put 
it all together, or a version of it, was very satisfying. (K. Gallasch, interview, 3 August 
2017). 
On reflection, my own journey was similar. Like Gallasch and other performers 
I have interviewed, such as Meme Thorne, Michael Workman, Tim Stitz, Paul Capsis, I 
found that my wounds could be the motivation to heal and transform myself through the 
process of creating and performing a solo autobiographical show. This also provided an 
opportunity for the audience who witnessed my story to reflect on these themes and 
challenges in their own lives. In my case, my story was a journey of coming ‘home’ to 
myself and embracing an ‘expanded identity’ (Levy 2010), and an acknowledgement, 
through the medium of performance, of the role of narrative in ‘making sense of our 
experience of the world around us, our place in it and offering a way to share it with 
others’ (Hiles, 2002, p. 2). 
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Chapter Six: Conclusions 
 
As its title states, this thesis is an investigation of solo autobiographical 
performance from ‘the performer’s perspective’. It argues that to gain this perspective, 
it was essential for me, as a practice-led researcher and as part of my heuristic inquiry, 
to stand in the performer’s shoes to have an in-depth, embodied experience of all 
aspects of the process of making and performing a solo autobiographical show. The 
learning that came from the ‘knowing-in-action’ (Schön, 1983, p. 49) of the practice, 
combined with insights gained from the interviews with other performers and the study 
of its emergence as a genre in Australia has produced new knowledge about the practice 
of solo autobiographical performance, which I summarise in this final chapter: 
For the practice-led researcher, just as the research problem emerges and evolves during the 
study, so the benefits are likely to evolve and transform over time. (Haseman & Mafe, 2009, 
p. 217). 
When I began this practice-led doctoral research, my initial interest was in exploring the 
subject matter of my own lived experience through the medium of a solo performance 
and researching the genre as practised in Australia. As a practitioner, I was initially 
focused on the research question ‘How do I, as a performer, investigate my life through 
performing it?’. However, the longer and more deeply I researched, the question of 
‘What motivates and inspires me, as a performer, to investigate and perform my life? 
became of equal interest to me. Why did I and other performers in Australia embark on 
the journey of creating and performing a solo autobiographical show and what did we 
learn from doing so? 
The Struggle for Integration 
In reviewing the interviews I conducted with other solo performers, as well as 
acknowledging my own motivation, I identified a common thread that one of the main 
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drivers to embark on the solo autobiographical project was to explore and understand 
more deeply our own social, cultural and familial origins. Specifically, it was through 
acknowledging and exploring a relationship with a close family member. In my 
interview with her, the dramaturg/director, Elaine Paton explained that: 
I have always found the subject of intense relationships theatrically gripping. I’ve observed 
that often people set off on an autobiographical journey because a character in their 
formative years, usually a family member, had some major impact on their adult emotional 
lives. Frequently, the impetus to write and perform such a show is because that influence 
has not been altogether positive and therein lies the drama of the piece. (E. Paton, interview, 
12 June 2014) 
Most of the performers I interviewed expressed that as an integral part of the process of 
creating their solo show, they experienced not only a deeper understanding of 
themselves but also a sense of resolution with the family members who feature in their 
life stories. During interview, Paul Capsis spoke of the importance of ‘honouring the 
spirit’ of his grandmother. Although Paul Dwyer’s initial motivation was to undertake 
performative research about restorative justice in Bougainville where his father had 
worked as a surgeon, he still acknowledged that his solo show ‘honours the spirit’ and 
work of his father. Some performers expressed that they felt lighter and more internally 
resolved about the relationship with the family member/s and with themselves, as a 
result of creating and performing their solo show. David Page made the following 
observations about creating and performing his show Page 8: 
I really enjoyed exploring my past life. There were so many things that happened to me. As 
a child, a teenager, to becoming an adult. It was like going to see a psychiatrist. Revisiting 
my childhood and remembering the stories of my family really made me more determined 
to create Page 8. I became more self-assured and learnt more about the direction of my 
work. After touring the show, I was more relaxed in my approach to my music work. I am 
more accepting of myself and embracing getting older and maturing but not losing my 
identity of where I come from and who I am. (D. Page, interview, 5 August 2011) 
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I did not fully understand this until, as a practice-led researcher, I engaged in and 
completed the creative process of making and performing my own solo 
autobiographical show. As was the case with other practitioners, the process of writing, 
workshopping and performing my own life stories, with the support of a 
dramaturg/director, enabled me to view my own lived experience and my key 
relationships through fresh eyes. 
David McCooey describes this process of trying to make sense of oneself and 
one’s life through autobiography as the ‘struggle for integration’ through ‘the narrative 
life’ where ‘the purpose of autobiographical consciousness is to make connections of 
the disparate toward the unified’ (1996, p.12). Transforming a series of disparate 
stories, based on my own lived experience and featuring my own, sometimes 
conflicting, multiple selves, into a comprehensive narrative performance script provided 
me with the opportunity to make more sense of my own history, family, community and 
life. This was also the experience of other practitioners I interviewed, such as the 
indigenous performer, David Page (see above quote). I am, however, mindful that the 
experience of subjective integration is often an outcome of hegemonic privilege and, for 
performers from non-hegemonic communities (for example: LGBTIQ, migrant, 
indigenous communities), the experience can be one of disintegration of the self (see 
Dey 2015, pp. 115-124). 
As part of the workshop process, I found that the use of the creative method of 
role-playing and embodying the other characters in my story, such as my father, was a 
particularly powerful tool that allowed me to perceive life through a different set of eyes 
and values. As a result, I felt a greater degree of empathy and relatedness with my late 
father and other people in my life and community. 
This in turn, positively influenced the way I saw myself and my sense of identity. I am 
now better able to accept and embrace—as opposed to disowning—aspects of life and 
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myself that are like my father. Hal and Sidra Stone emphasise the importance of 
acknowledging and embracing these disowned parts of our self with respect to our 
relationship with our ‘selves’: 
It is important to understand the concept of disowned selves and to actively accept the 
challenge of the multitude of life situations that bring our disowned selves to us. The 
challenge to embrace these selves in a creative fashion is, perhaps, the most difficult task in 
the evolution of consciousness (1989, p. 46). 
More than a quest for self-actualisation, I discovered that autobiographical shows are 
‘profoundly philosophical’, as Sherill Grace asserts, and that they can ‘probe and weigh 
what it means to claim a personal and national identity’ as well as ‘challenge the social 
construction of identity’ (2006, p. 15). Audiences who witness a solo autobiographical 
performance are given the opportunity to see life through the performer’s eyes and 
values, thereby opening up the possibility of feeling a greater sense of empathy with and 
understanding of the performer—their aspirations, challenges, identity, family and 
community. I agree with Spalding Gray, who believed that the act of publicly 
communicating personal stories ‘takes it into a larger vein and brings it back to the 
community’ (Gray in Savran, 1988, p. 64). 
In terms of motivation, communicating a larger story to their audience was 
important for all the performers I interviewed. Paul Capsis reflected on his show 
Angela’s Table: 
This is an Australian story. Quintessentially, an Australian experience. So many people have 
had this experience but it is hardly reflected in theatre in film. We have still yet to tell these 
stories in a bigger way. We are still obsessed with the desert, with crime and police 
corruption and hospitals or being ridiculously comical. Which is fine. Everything has its 
place. But in a way, aside from wanting to honour my grandmother, the other thing that 
really drove me to want to do was that I wanted to honour my culture, one side of my 
cultural background. (P. Capsis, interview, 11 August 2011) 
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Similarly, William Yang’s show, Sadness (1993), drew the audience’s attention 
to the experience of the gay community in Australia, especially during the AIDS 
epidemic in the 1990s. Meme Thorne and Michael Workman spoke about their desire to 
bring the audience’s attention to the effects and trauma of dysfunctional parenting. Paul 
Dwyer’s show highlighted Australia’s exploitation of Bougainville and Deborah Leiser-
Moore’s show explored the experience of her father—a Holocaust survivor and refugee 
who escapes to Australia. Tim Stitz’s and William Zappa’s shows drew their inspiration 
from both the importance and absence of the father–child relationship. In terms of the 
importance of the father–son relationship, my own performance focused on a human 
being’s search for ‘home’ and the power of love. Haseman and Mafe acknowledge that:  
a practice-led research project may realise a number of different goods and benefits during 
its life. The research may have truth benefits, or see benefits around justice or politics or 
possibly even the spiritual. (Haseman & Mafe in Smith & Dean, 2009, p. 217) 
This ‘bringing back to the community’ of which Gray speaks occurs when the 
audience at an autobiographical performance are given the opportunity to reflect not 
only on the life story of the performer but also on their own lives and identities. As UK 
performer Bobby Baker observes (quoted in Chapter 1), the audience leaves the  
performance talking as much about their own lives and sharing personal stories with 
each other as much as they talk about the performer’s life. The opportunity to reflect on 
one’s own life, family and community, as well as being given an intimate view of 
another’s life, is an important aspect of autobiographical performances, providing the 
potential for the performance to be a transformational experience for both performer 
and audience. 
Courage and Vulnerability 
The intimacy of solo autobiographical performance demands a high level of 
courage and vulnerability from the performer. In my experience as an actor, theatre 
maker and director, I found that the creative process differed from that required for a  
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scripted play about fictional characters, especially with respect to vulnerability. It is 
because of this last quality that Tami Spry advises new practitioners of the genre to  
include ‘practising vulnerability’ as part of their methodology (2011, p. 167). This 
‘practice’ became a daily choice as I engaged in the process of reflecting on and writing 
about my own lived experience. I am quite a private person and had been conditioned to 
publicly present a certain image of myself, thereby creating a personal mythology that 
primarily focused on stories and moments of success and joy. However, I suspect I am 
not alone in this tendency and with the advent of social media sites such as Facebook 
(two billion users worldwide) (Ingram 2017, p. 1), it is easy to present ourselves online 
(and in real life) as a ‘legend in our living room’ (lyrics from Annie Lennox’s song 
‘Legend in My Own Living Room’, 1992). 
Having said this, I recently attended a friend’s sixtieth birthday on Sydney’s 
North Shore. When it came to the cutting of the birthday cake and the expected speech 
from the ‘birthday girl’, she broke with tradition. Instead of giving the usual 
acknowledgement of how fortunate she was to have such a wonderful group of friends  
and family, she paused and then surprised us by revealing she had just discovered from 
a DNA test that her father was not her biological father. The effect on her audience was 
palpable as we quietly reflected on what it would feel like to discover this reality, 
especially after one’s mother, step-father and biological father have all passed away. 
Such is the power of live, authentic autobiographical storytelling, in any context. Linda 
Park-Fuller asserts that ‘personal narrative is always a kind of testimony’ and it ‘serves 
as a tool for uncovering hidden truths’ (2000, p. 22). 
The performers I witnessed and interviewed made similar choices to my friend. 
Despite many of them acknowledging how vulnerable they felt throughout the process 
of writing, workshopping and performing, they had the courage to explore a wide range 
of both joyful and painful life experiences and they were committed to share these 
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experiences publicly. This is why most of them stressed the importance of working with 
a dramaturg and director whom they could trust, who created a safe environment where 
they could share and workshop stories of struggle (their own or their community’s), 
failure, pain, heartache and sadness as well as stories of success, love and joy. Both 
performer and dramaturg sought to create a performance that was an authentic reflection 
of a human being’s life and the life of their family or community. This was also my 
experience in working with my own dramaturg and director. Les Todres acknowledges 
that the condition of being human is infused with ‘a simple vulnerability’: 
It is as if each of us is formed as a passionate question, an incompleteness that lives with us 
and to which we respond. This is the ‘wound of earth’, of walking this path rather than that 
path, of loss and the possibility of not-being, of physical pain and the pain of not being at 
home, of being thrown into this circumstance, culture and time, of being situated and 
defined by self, body, others, language and culture. (2007, p. 117) 
This proposition is an elegant and accurate description of me at the beginning of this 
research project. This heuristic inquiry immersed me in a deep reflective process of 
making sense of the past and acknowledging my search to find my own experience of 
being at ‘home’ (hence the title of my show: Can I Come Home Now?). Todres goes on 
to say that ‘what may come with this sense of vulnerability is a longing, as if our body 
know its heart’s desire’ (p. 154). The process of examining my lived experience and 
structuring it into the form of narrative performance articulated my own longing and 
gave me the courage to share this journey of longing in front of a live audience. Todres 
again: ‘In opening to the wound of longing and vulnerability, one may stand open and 
trusting to what may come and what may be longed for’ (p. 155). 
Analogously to the autobiographical writing process, there is a high degree of 
vulnerability and courage required in the act of performing before a live audience and 
telling stories from one’s life. Unlike scripted theatre, where one can be masked behind 
an imaginary character speaking lines written by a playwright, the solo performer is 
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playing themselves (or a version of themselves), speaking lines written by themselves, 
talking to and looking directly at the audience. As Park-Fuller observes, this: 
relatively unmediated aspect gives performative autobiography part of its dramatic impact, 
its power, its edge […] without mediation, the performer and audience members are drawn 
face to face, placing them both at risk. (2000, p. 31).  
However, I now think that the performer takes a bigger risk than the audience, as it is 
their life, their feelings, their thoughts, their voice and their body that are on public 
display. This was recognised by Elaine Paton, who commented that: 
[t]he courage of a performer exposing themselves in the rawness of their psychological 
makeup is risky, and for myself, risk-taking theatre is the most rewarding. Solo 
autobiographical performance gives the writer/performer the freedom to create a piece of 
work utilising their particular skill; the dancer telling the story through movement, the 
singer through songs and the actor through a script. They can also choose the genre (and 
style) that they feel best suits the telling of their particular story. (E. Paton, interview, 12 
June 2014) 
Paton also acknowledged the extensive skill set that the writer/performer needs to 
transform and craft their lived experiences into an illuminating and engaging theatre 
piece; this includes writing, devising, dramaturgy, design, performance and in some 
cases, directing, production and promotion. What is required of the solo 
writer/performer clearly goes beyond the usual requirements of an actor playing a 
character in a scripted play. 
Yet despite the creative, personal and logistical challenges that this specialised 
form of theatre presents, all the performers interviewed (including myself) 
acknowledged the sense of agency and empowerment that we experienced through 
creating and performing a solo show based on our own life stories and stories from our 
families or communities. We enjoyed the sense of autonomy that came with the 
writing/devising and performing, and, for some, the financial rewards of mounting and 
selling a show with only one performer and a minimal production team. 
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Like the other performers I interviewed, I discovered that the process of creating a 
structure and a performance script, along with the rehearsal process, enabled me to 
create more distance from the personal nature of the material, thereby protecting my 
vulnerability and allowing me to focus on performing the story for the audience. 
Another realisation shared with other performers and theorists was that as the 
writer/performer, even though I made a commitment to be honest about my life, my 
performance was still a construction. It was still my version of my life and throughout 
the creative and dramaturgical process of constructing my show, I had many decisions 
to make in relation to what I chose to reveal about myself and my life, as well as my 
aesthetic and stylistic preferences. 
The Creative Process 
As a practitioner, it was exciting to discover, through both the interviews with 
other performers and my own creative practice, that there was no one ideal way to 
create and perform a solo autobiographical show. The genre lends itself to a high degree 
of creative freedom and individuality in terms of the writing and devising process and 
aesthetic choices and performance styles. Each performer drew on their own training, 
performance strengths and preferred theatrical styles to create and perform solo shows 
that best showcased their own life stories via their own unique personae. 
Most of the Australian performers interviewed chose to work with a dramaturg 
and a director to create and rehearse their solo performance. The two exceptions, 
William Yang and Michael Workman, were more experienced solo performers who 
both felt they no longer required this external support and had developed an effective 
creative process of their own. As part of this process, they also had the confidence to 
test the material in front of an audience and make any needed adjustments in response to 
audience feedback. 
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The methodologies, techniques and creative processes for constructing and 
performing a solo autobiographical performance can be placed on a spectrum of 
approaches to and scale of performance. At one end is the more solitary, intimate 
process of the performer writing their own script, rehearsing and performing it on their 
own (for example, William Yang or Michael Workman) and at the other end is a 
comprehensive, collaborative, devising and performance process involving the 
performer, dramaturg, director and production team (for example, Paul Capsis and 
David Page). Other examples of large-scale solo performers include Laurie Anderson 
and Robert Lepage. 
Performers such as Meme Thorne, Deborah Leiser-Moore, Tim Stitz and myself, 
who chose to devise, drew on a variety of devising methods and workshop techniques 
such as improvising stories; recording stories (audio or video); playing with text; role-
plays; interviews with family members; brainstorming; mind-mapping; visualisations; 
story boards; and using music, photos, video/film clips, artwork, voice overs and props. 
I discovered that the reality of performing alone onstage forced me to create 
different types of onstage relationships, including embodying other characters, 
interacting with puppets, objects and onscreen images and talking directly to one’s 
audience. Regardless of whether the performer wrote and/or devised their show, their 
creative processes in either case, similar to a heuristic inquiry, demanded a high degree 
of self-examination, reflection on the dynamics of one’s family relationships and an 
awareness of one’s own cultural and social influences. 
The Australian performers I witnessed also drew on a wide range of theatrical 
styles and ways of presenting and embodying their solo autobiographical shows—from 
the minimalist style of William Yang, who stands in front of a microphone relating 
stories in relation to his projected photos, to the more complex choice of Tim Stitz, who 
for his solo show Lloyd Beckman, Beekeeper created onstage a fully furnished  
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representation of a room in his grandfather’s house. Similar to Stitz, who embodied 
both his grandfather and himself, Meme Thorne moved back and forth between playing 
her mother and herself. However, unlike the more naturalistic acting of Stitz, her 
performance was highly stylised and drew on her Suzuki training. The performers’ 
choices of performance styles were largely determined by their own strengths (and 
weaknesses), skills and creative influences (which included their creative teams). 
Although I have worked on many group-devised projects, this was my first solo 
autobiographical show. Reading about how others devised their solo performance, 
witnessing their work, and interviewing some of them, provided me with ideas and 
inspiration. However, it was only by engaging in the practice of the solo performance-
making process that I came to fully understand and learn how it is done and the 
challenges that these performers had to face and overcome. The new insights and 
knowledge became embodied, forged in the fire of experience as I moved through the 
three stages of Clark Moustakas’s model of heuristic enquiry: immersion (exploration of 
the question/problem and the subject matter, self-search), acquisition (collection of data, 
fieldwork, interviews) and realisation (creative synthesis). 
As this was a practice-led performative research project, I could not hide behind 
the safety of my computer or in my writing. The realisation (creative synthesis) stage of 
my research project required me to select and test my life stories up on the floor of the 
rehearsal room with a dramaturg/director. This required an ongoing negotiation of our 
relationship and challenged the unspoken assumptions and traditions of the performer–
director relationship. This was made even more complex when, as is often the case with 
solo autobiographical performance, the performer was also the writer and the director 
was also the dramaturg. We both learnt the importance of regular and honest 
communication to maintain the quality and health of our working relationship. Sally 
Richards believes that ‘solo autobiographical performance necessitates that a new 
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balance is sought between the director and the performer/writer. Leadership must be 
renegotiated, along with the artistic agenda’ (2014, p. 7). 
I now understand, from my own experience, the importance of trust within the 
relationship between the writer/performer and the dramaturg/director, both of whom 
need to effectively collaborate to create a solo autobiographical performance. On the 
one hand, I had to wrestle with my desire to maintain control of the material and style 
and, on the other hand, I had to learn to trust in the experience and skill of my colleague 
to steer me in the right direction and give me the support I needed to shape the raw 
material into a coherent performance script and a theatrical style with which we were 
both happy. On re-reading the performance script a year later, I recognised that our 
dramaturgical process was extremely valuable in terms of assisting me, as a novice solo 
performer, to create a clear focus in terms of the key themes, characters and stories, a 
narrative structure and a performance style that suited my strengths and skills. Also, the 
technique of referring to myself in the third person as the character called ‘Steve’ (as 
well as the other main characters) gave me more detachment and clarity in regard to 
structuring the material and managing my vulnerability. 
With respect to the question of what parts of myself and my life I chose to 
reveal, as well as the style in which I performed my story and the persona I used to 
present it, this came down to a matter of my own personal ethics, my strengths as a 
performer and which stories were going to highlight the themes of the show. In my 
original statement of intention, written at the beginning of the writing process, I 
indicated that I wanted to share a contrasting range of my various life experiences, 
despite how challenging this was for me. To achieve my stated intention, which was ‘to 
affect other human beings through my story and to facilitate reflection on our own 
lives’, it was important to include ‘the moments of understanding, pleasure, pain, bliss, 
sadness, confusion, clarity, redemption, forgiveness, success and failure’. 
  
239 
An additional outcome with respect to the new knowledge emerging from the 
research is that the interviews with the Australian performers—which recorded their 
unique creative processes, methods and experiences while creating their solo 
autobiographical shows—can serve as a valuable resource for future practitioners of this 
specialised performance genre. Additionally, as a teacher of performance and a director, 
I am now in a position to pass on my practical knowledge and experience to other 
performers, who can benefit from being guided through the process of creating and 
performing their own solo autobiographical shows. 
For some performers one of the motivations to create and perform a solo show 
was financial, as it meant the performer created a more economically viable product—a 
vehicle for themselves that for theatres, venues, producers (and the performer) would be 
an attractive and affordable investment of their time and resources. However, for the 
performers, myself included, who did not attract a producer, a theatre company and the 
associated promotional support, it meant that a substantial amount of our energy, time 
and resources needed to be expended to mount our shows and attract an audience; all of 
which affected our focus, energy and time spent on the creation and performance of our 
shows. 
For performers whose solo shows are self-funded and self-produced, the 
motivation and passion to perform their life story must be high and sustained. As 
mentioned in Chapter Three, Michael Kearns (2005) identifies the key qualities and 
behaviours required of the solo performer as trust, collaboration, perseverance, courage, 
energy and stamina. Without engaging in the actual practice of creating, producing and 
performing my own solo performance, I would not have fully understood the 
importance of the application of these qualities and behaviours to the success of the 
performance project. Tim Stitz described the process of creating and producing his own 
solo show, which took five years to develop and mount as a touring production as ‘a 
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real labour of love—driven by our guts and our instincts—more than a framework’ 
(interview, 23 June 2011). 
Deborah Leiser-Moore, who has created three solo autobiographical shows, 
advised other performers to: 
only do it if you are obsessed. You can’t manufacture your motivation and enthusiasm. It 
takes a long time to create a show. And be truthful—you’ve got to go there. (interview, 2 
December 2009) 
Similarly, Meme Thorne felt a strong compulsion to create her show, Burying Mother. 
She did not see herself as a writer but she ‘knew, felt, that there was this performance 
piece in me that I wanted to get out of my system. It was a very, very strong 
inclination.’ (interview, 4 November 2011) 
Final Reflections 
I did not feel such a high level of compulsion and obsession as these performers. 
My journey began with questions that surfaced when I came across photos of my father 
as a young man, while sorting through his belongings after his funeral. The questions 
were about our relationship, my own family history and about myself. I combined these 
with my love of storytelling and an intellectual and aesthetic curiosity to learn and 
explore this genre of autobiographical performance. As a theatre practitioner, I also 
wanted to create an engaging performance that would affect and stimulate an audience 
to reflect on their own lives. 
The creation of the performance script and the showing was a major component 
of my practice-led doctoral research and, as part of my methodology, became the 
‘creative synthesis’ of a heuristic inquiry focused on my own lived experience. While 
my personal history may not have been as emotionally confronting as those of Thorne, 
Stitz or Workman, I had questions that I wanted to explore and my motivation to learn 
and perform remained strong throughout the process. This research project has required 
me to develop the role of ‘the reflective practitioner’ (Schön, 1983), one who was not 
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only fully immersed in the creative process but also able to step back to reflect on and 
write about what I had experienced and learnt. 
In some respects, this has been an unusual practice-led research project, 
particularly as the subject matter was autobiographical. It has required a prolonged and 
intensive internal focus, especially in the early stages of reflecting and writing about my 
own lived experience. This needed to be balanced with an external focus on the work 
and experiences of other practitioners in the field, the workshop and dramaturgical 
process leading up to the performance and engaging with the academic discourse about 
this subject matter. The practice on which I have been reflecting has required me to take 
on a multiplicity of roles including autobiographer, researcher, writer, theatre maker, 
dramaturg, designer, performer and producer. 
The interweaving of theory, performer interviews, creative practice and critical 
reflection has engaged me in practice-led research, which Nelson describes as 
‘intelligent practice’ (2013, p. 40); through it, I have gained both an ‘informed 
reflexivity’ (p. 44) and an in-depth embodied knowledge of the genre of solo 
autobiographical performance. This practice-led research project provides new 
knowledge and insights into the motivations, creative methods and experiences of solo 
autobiographical performers in Australia. It also provides new knowledge about the 
emergence of the genre in Australia and how it offers Australian solo performers a 
vehicle to explore questions about identity, family, culture and agency, and to share 
these insights with an audience. 
     
Figure 56. Steve Matthews in rehearsal for Can I Come Home Now? (2012). Photo: Salle Ehms 
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 He is dear to me indeed who can call back the wanderer to his home. 
In the home is the true union, in the home is the enjoyment of life: why should 
I forsake my home and wander in the forest? (Kabir, translated by 
Rabindranath Tagore, 1915, p.49). 
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Appendices 
 
 
Appendix A: Initial Observations of Solo Autobiographical Performances 
Steve Matthews, Journal Entries 5 March 2009–6 October 2010 (refer p. 181). 
When I saw David Page’s Page 8 (2009), I was struck not only by David’s skill 
as both an oral storyteller and physical performer, but also with how these were 
integrated with music, photographs and video footage. The persona projected by David, 
which created a spontaneous and intimate relationship with his audience, was something 
I would like to emulate with my own performance. Also, his use of music and lip-
synching served as strong auditory and emotional anchors to evoke a particular time. 
Similarly, Deborah Leiser-Moore in Cordelia, Mein Kind (2009) interwove 
spoken text with her own footage and film clips from King Lear. Her footage of her 
aging father with his plastic King Lear’s ‘crown’ on, travelling on the trains of 
Melbourne, was particularly evocative. Deborah’s father had recently passed away and 
she expressed how important it had been to collaborate with him; this inspired me to 
return to New Zealand and conduct interviews with my 86-year-old mother. 
William Yang’s work is built around his photographs and in his show My 
Generation (2010), he continued his theme of exploring his relationship with a 
particular community, specifically the Australian artistic community. However, the 
photographs did not overshadow his skill as a storyteller nor his wry and acute 
observations of his subject matter and of himself. Like Yang, I intend to focus part of 
the telling of my story around photographs from different periods of my life, as well as 
historical footage. Later, I saw Stories—East and West (2011), which was developed 
from a series of storytelling workshops run by William Yang for Performance 4A, an  
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organisation that promotes links between Asia and Australia through performance. 
Performed by six relatively inexperienced Australian–Asian performers, the show  
reinforced for me the power of Yang’s direct style of storytelling accompanied by 
images. 
I could personally identify with Paul Dwyer’s play The Bougainville Photoplay 
Project (2009) as it began in his childhood with his relationship with his father; then, as 
an adult, he took us on a journey to Bougainville to retrace his father’s footsteps. It 
moved deftly from the personal to the political, as it examined the relationship between 
Australia and Papua New Guinea over the past 30 years. It reinforced for me the value 
of conveying to the audience key elements of the cultural and political environment 
within which a story takes place and how these influence the storyteller’s life and the 
life of their community. 
Michael Workman’s show The Ogre (2010) was also based on the father–son 
relationship. There was a particularly powerful moment when, after making a number of 
jokes at his father’s expense, he described his own nervous breakdown and his time 
spent in a psychiatric hospital. For an audience expecting to be entertained and to laugh, 
Workman courageously took us on a more complex and multidimensional emotional 
journey, which is something I also wish to do with this performance. 
Similar to Workman, Daniel Kitson’s background is in stand-up, but he has 
moved into the arena of autobiographical storytelling as it enables him to venture into 
more serious territory without losing his comic timing and eye for the absurd. His show 
66A Church Rd—A Lament Made of Memories and Kept in Suitcases (2010) told the 
story of his relationship with his home:  
Last September, I had to move out of my flat after living there almost six years. I lived 
alone. I am single. 66A Church Rd was the longest relationship of my life. (Kitson, 2010) 
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Like Spalding Gray, Kitson understands the power of language and his detailed 
descriptions of his environment and friends and his acute observations of his own  
feelings made up for his lack of physicality. His themes of securing a sense of home and 
belonging resonated with my own themes and raised questions of how this could be 
communicated, not only through the text, but also through the design and use of objects 
and set (Kitson had a miniature model replica of his house onstage). 
Shon Dale-Jones is an UK performer who trained at Ecole Jacques Lecoq, which 
has influenced his style of storytelling through his physicality, confidence in the use of 
the space and possibly the choice of using a persona/character (‘emerging Welsh artist,’ 
Hugh Hughes), through which he ‘channels’ his own personal stories. Hugh Hughes in 
360… (2010) explored the joy of childhood and the power of friendship, contained 
within the physical journey of an afternoon climbing a mountain. Dale-Jones created a 
warm, interactive relationship with his audience and was able to capture the delight and 
wonderment of the child. His choice of taking on a different persona (Hugh Hughes) to 
relate his own personal stories was possibly his way of creating a slight distance 
between himself and his material so he was not so personally affected in the process of 
the telling. At some point in my own rehearsal process, I am aware that this is likely to 
happen. 
 
Figure 57. David Clarkson and Dean Walsh in Mirror Mirror (2010). Photo: Pierre Borasci 
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The show Mirror Mirror (2010), an autobiographical piece created and 
performed by David Clarkson and Dean Walsh, explored how personal identity is not 
fixed but spread over time and space. Clarkson writes in the programme notes how 
‘ancestry, genetics, family history, information stored in our body, in the land around 
us, all contribute to our personal identity’ (2009). Clarkson and Walsh’s performance 
style was extremely physical and non-verbal, using harnesses to fly through space and 
exploring the concept of mirroring and seeing one’s ‘self’. Even though I intend to 
mainly use text to convey my stories, watching this show opened up the possibility of 
exploring non-verbal forms (music, movement, images) to capture and frame certain 
experiences and moments in time. 
I was fortunate to see a live performance by the late Spalding Gray (1986). Gray 
was a consummate monologist, whose distinctive style of performance was to sit behind 
a desk and tell skilfully crafted (sometimes improvised), intimate, ironic, funny and 
moving stories from his life. Watching Stephen Soderbergh’s documentary about 
Gray—Everything is Going Fine (2010)—was a reminder of his expertise as an 
autobiographical storyteller and how much some current exponents of this form draw  
from his work. After several viewings, I could not help noticing his quiet enjoyment in 
the process of telling his stories and the feeling of intimacy and connection he created 
with his audience. My aspiration is to generate similar feelings in myself and the 
audience through my own performance. 
Mike Daisey’s The Last Cargo Cult (2010) is described in the New York Post 
(2009) as ‘a hilarious and rueful commentary on consumerism, the financial crisis and 
our own misplaced values. Daisey is the natural heir to Spalding Gray’ (p. 1). Apart 
from sitting behind a table and telling stories from his own life, the similarity to Gray  
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ends there. Daisey’s monologue about his visit to the South Pacific island of Tana, 
where its people hold an annual ceremony to worship America on the edge of a volcano,  
was structured like an epic journey. Daisey took the liberty to segue into personal 
stories about his wife’s driving, Ikea furniture, historical digressions, philosophical 
ruminations and a deconstruction and critique of capitalism and money. A physically 
large man, his performance style was more theatrical and oratorical than Spalding Gray 
and his concerns were more overtly political, with his intention to provoke his audience 
to think as much as feel. 
 
Figure 58. Mike Daisey in The Last Cargo Cult (2010). Photo: Sara Krulwich 
I spoke with Daisey at a public Q&A during the 2010 Sydney Writers Festival about his 
creative process. He said that once he became interested in a topic, he did a lot  
of research, compiling written notes, interviews, audio recordings, photos and 
fieldwork. He would then set a date for his first performance and, 24 hours beforehand, 
would write an outline and the first performance would be completely improvised. He 
would then work with a director to refine, shape and develop the piece. Daisey 
described how his shows emerge: ‘The show is put together and emerges the same way 
a baby is born. As it grows, it finds its feet and its own personality and identity’. 
Learning this made his two-and-a-half hour show even more impressive; by taking on  
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the structure of a narrative journey, it gave him the freedom to digress at will as the 
main story provided an anchor. In terms of my own performance, as I do not have the  
same level of improvisatory ability as Daisey, I would require more preparation and 
structure than a few handwritten notes. 
Laurie Anderson’s show Transitory Life (2010) was a retrospective piece, 
consisting of material taken from her previous solo performance work. The result was a 
collection of 12 stories framed by an introductory myth about the creation of memory, 
in which a bird that has nowhere to bury her father stores him in its head. 
 
Figure 59. Laurie Anderson in Transitory Life (2010). Photo: Nonesuch Records 
The stories were delivered in a soft, amplified voice yet every word consciously 
articulated. At one point, with the aid of her computer, Anderson’s voice changed to  
that of a man, which gave her the facility of speaking as if from a different ‘self’. I am 
conscious that as a solo performer, there will be the need to solve the problem of how to  
embody different characters and parts of oneself. Behind the voices, Anderson played 
evocative, ethereal music on her computer and electric violin, which created an 
unearthly dream-like quality, supported by the effects of subtle lighting and the ever- 
present smoke machine. 
The show ended with a story about walking in the countryside with her dog who 
looks up to discover vultures flying above her, sizing her up for food. From having only  
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been concerned about what was around her at ground level, she now has to worry about 
what comes from above:  
Then I remembered where I had seen that expression on my dog’s face in looking up and 
seeing those birds wanting to kill her. It was the look on the faces of New Yorkers when 
9/11 happened. (2010) 
Like Daisey, Anderson moved seamlessly from the personal to the global, a technique I 
would like to use in my own performance piece. 
I was impressed by the lengths to which Anderson goes to research and 
undertake fieldwork for her stories—from spending a month living in an Amish 
community to taking a job at a McDonalds outlet. Also, her effective use of technology 
and soundscapes has made me consider new possibilities that I am discussing with 
colleagues who work in this field—along with stylistic influences from other performers 
I had seen, including the use of narrative and photographs, historical footage, audience 
participation, music, lip-synching and design elements (such as a large playpen/prison 
structure). 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions for Performer Interviews 
When did you first become interested in using your own life experiences and 
stories as content for performance? 
What was it that inspired you to do it? 
How do you decide to tell some stories and experiences and not others? 
Tell me about the experience of performing your first show? 
What encouraged/inspired you to create more autobiographically based shows? 
What is your process for creating your performances/shows? 
How does the process of creating the show/performance affect you? 
How does the process of telling/performing personal stories to an audience 
affect you? 
Do you think it's important for audiences to experience this particular genre of 
autobiographical storytelling/performance and why? 
How is performing autobiographical material different and/or similar to 
acting/performing in a play scripted by someone else? 
Who are the solo performers/storytellers that you admire and why? 
After seeing the show, I’m interested in the way you… (I here refer the 
interviewee to specific aspects of the relevant performance). Can you tell me 
more about this? 
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Appendix C: Interviews with Practitioners of Solo Autobiographical Performance 
Conducted by Steve Matthews 
 
Deborah Leiser-Moore    2 December 2009 
Tim Stitz      23 June 2011 
David Page     5 August 2011 
Paul Capsis     11 August 2011 
William Yang     13 August 2011 
Paul Dwyer     25 August 2011 
Michael Workman     26 October 2011 
William Zappa     1 November 2011 
Meme Thorne     4 November 2011 
Further Interviews 
Steve Matthews (interviewed by Kathryn Riding) 22 October 2012 
Elaine Paton (interviewed by Steve Matthews)  12 June 2014 
Keith Gallasch and Virginia Baxter (interviewed by Steve Matthews) 
       3 August 2017 
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Deborah Leiser-Moore interviewed by Steve Matthews 2/12/09 
 
Steve: Thank you for making the time, Deborah for this interview. I am interested in 
is your work in terms of creating autobiographical based performance work. I am 
interested in your process in terms of how you work and having just seen your recent 
show, you can perhaps can refer it or contextualise it. So the first question is: Why 
create a piece based on aspects of your own life? 
 
Deb: Because you have asked me this before, I have been thinking about it and 
thinking a lot about solo works, obviously because I make solo work.  Making solo 
work is different to making other even two handers or performance pieces where other 
people are involved. 
 
S: So just un-pack that for a moment.  What are the distinctions there? 
 
D: So it’s a whole other experience being yourself performing.   Why do that?  
It’s not exactly the most pleasant thing you think about doing.   Being by yourself on 
stage or being by yourself making your own work. 
 
S: So why do it? 
 
D  I have asked myself that many times.  I don’t know why I do it.  It’s just this 
compulsion because I want to do something and it makes sense.  But when you make 
solo work my belief is, when I look around at other people who make solo work is, you 
are still looking at other people’s life.  Look at ‘Lyre Bird’ and things like that, to me 
making solo work you have to start from the personal and the personal comes from life 
experience.   They are the stories of the individual that seemingly are the most potent 
and have resonance and parallels for other people.  So for instance, when I did 
‘Hungry’, which was my very first solo work which was in 1996, which I took to the 
Adelaide festival. And interviews or response to that work was -so that was about 
Jewish female Australian and the nature of ritual, basically as women they need to be 
included as human beings and have the right to do things.  But, many people said to me, 
“Oh, I am from this culture and this is my story.”  The telling of my own story spurred 
people on to think about their own lives.   
 
S: So by focusing on the specifics in terms of being Jewish, being female, being 
Australian, that actually gave you a lot more power and resonance and enabled other 
people to relate, even though they came from completely different experiences and 
cultures? 
 
D But I don’t know if it is necessarily focusing on that.  The word focusing is not 
quite right.  It’s almost like I am just telling my story and by telling my story as a 
human being that is what people relate to because in the end it is beyond, yes I am 
telling my story because I am Jewish.  They are just kind of examples to telling 
something about the human condition.  The thing is, I don’t think about it in the way 
when I am making it.  The process is not ‘Oh I am going to think about this to tell this 
human condition’.  Not at all.  It’s not how it happens.  It’s almost like, when I think 
about all my work it’s like I don’t have a choice.  I have this idea and that’s it and I kind 
of get on a thing about it.  I get obsessed.  Totally. 
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S Let’s look at this recent show, ‘Cordelia Mein Kind’.  What was the seed that 
took hold of you? 
 
D I don’t know why I started thinking about doing another solo show because I 
don’t go “Oh I’m going to do another solo show” it doesn’t happen in that way but the 
original idea for this was somehow it came out about the Jewish King Lear which is the 
beautiful old Yiddish film and I started getting obsessed with that film and the fact is 
my father really loved that film.  So this happened as a process.   The whole concept of 
Yiddish and King Lear is interesting, the paralleling of the two, of the story, basically 
using King Lear to tell a different tale based on the themes of that.  The it happened that 
my father thinks he is that, Jewish King Lear, and then it happens that I am the youngest 
and I do have that relationship with my father.   But that was further down the process. 
What I originally started doing with that was I wanted to do a piece based on my father 
and that relationship and originally I was going to direct it with 2 performers.  I did a 
whole creative development with 2 amazing actors Matt Crosby and Melitta Jurisic who 
during the process was very very hard.   Prior to that, I started filming my father who’s 
getting old and getting him to read bits of King Lear and translating them into Yiddish.   
I just started filming and I don’t know why I got obsessed.  My father would tell stories 
about his past in the film and he started talking to me in a way that he has never spoken 
to me before and really really enjoyed it. 
 
S So you had this seed of an idea and you followed.  You didn’t sit down and 
say OK this is the story. 
 
D No I never work like that. 
 
S So it was a more intuitive process? 
 
D Totally.  All my work is intuitive.  I have an idea about what I want and when 
it doesn’t feel right.  But, it felt right to me. 
 
S So intuitive of what you want? 
 
D I just wanted to film my father, basically.   He’s getting old and I had this idea 
about the Jewish King Lear and that started getting into the atmosphere so I filmed him 
in his shed and set up things and got him to tell the story of King Lear.  I actually 
decided to extract things from Shakespeare’s Lear and got him to do it in Yiddish.   
Let’s do all that.   I did a lot of filming.  Just random bits of filming and then I got a bit 
of a grant to do a creative development with these 2 beautiful actors and I was going to 
direct it and create it and stuff.  The process shouldn’t have been hard.  Once I get in the 
space I am always very clear.  It’s not from my head, I just know.  But it wasn’t 
working very well and I felt sorry for them but it just wasn’t working and we did a 
showing and it was OK.  We did it in this beautiful old house, Glenfern, and at the end 
of it about 3 or 4 people, and I hadn’t performed solo for a long time, said to me “Yes, 
that’s lovely but this is your story, your solo show.”  I went “Nah” then of course I 
thought, yes, they are right and that is why this process was so hard. So I then got into 
the obsession- of course, this is my solo show.   
 
S You said that there was a feeling of it being hard, a struggle.  Is that a clear 
indicator for you to go …are you implying that it is not usually like that? 
 
  
267 
D It’s not normally hard.  Not that it isn’t hard, but this didn’t feel right.  All my 
other work, like Hungry, short solo pieces the difficulties are just tweaking getting what 
I want but I couldn’t get our of those 2 performers what I had inside myself.  I had a 
kind of picture or something inside myself that I wanted and I couldn’t get it out of 
them.  I have directed a bit and it has never been a problem. 
 
S Was it like a week or so of improvisations? 
 
D Yes.  We did research, we watched the film, we did a whole lot of stuff and it 
just didn’t piece together properly.  It wasn’t manifesting in a way that was right and the 
reason being it wasn’t meant to be.  It was my work, my show, my life, my personal 
thing and I think the whole thing about the personal is where you, you are looking at 
personal stories probably aware of the difficulties but it was my personal story, it was 
my Father, my thing so how..Not that no one can do your work but in this case there is 
no way.  It is very, very personal. 
 
S That’s interesting that now you have created and performed the show and 
presumably you’ve got a text as such. Can you imagine anyone else performing it? 
 
D That’s an interesting question.  I’ve thought about that. When I did Hungry - 
because it was very personal but not as personal as this, but I took it to Greece and 
someone actually wrote to me and said “Could we have the script for that because we 
would love to perform it.”  I never sent it.  But it made me think about it a lot.  But it’s 
complicated because the work is not only text.  A lot of language is in the body and in 
the visuals and so it’s not as simple as here is the text go and perform it.  It doesn’t 
mean that someone can’t learn or do that other stuff, like a choreography because it is 
choreography and probably the further I get away from it, I think “Oh it would be 
interesting to see someone do ‘Hungry’. Someone could do Cordelia as well, there’s no 
reason why not.  I think that is the key of what I was saying before.  People can do it, so 
even though it is my personal story and incredibly personal the fact that I feel someone 
else can do it means that it has a wider universality.  I have had that response from my 
work is that people have related it to their own life and own feelings and I think that to 
me makes me happy because to me that’s a sign that it’s working and should be 
working.  I am not interested in doing a psychotherapy thing, that’s not theatre.  The 
problem with solo personal works it can fall into that.    
 
In terms of the process when I decided to go Yep, this is my solo show, and ideas were 
flooding and I knew I wanted to film me and started more filming and I just started 
researching and everything went chink chink chink and I somehow knew what I wanted 
and how I wanted to do it.  Not exactly but it was easy, not that theatre is easy, but from 
that point I really felt like extracting text and I started filming a lot again and getting a 
sense of how I wanted it to be and where I wanted it to be in the in-between world of 
the point of her death so you can actually go back and live moments.  Then I brought 
Meredith in, so even though it is a solo show, I believe very much in collaborators who 
are co-creators.  In this piece it was mainly Meredith, the director and co-creator, co-
writer.  A lot of work had been done before she came in a lot of process had been done 
and so she came in at quite a key point.  It’s sort of interesting because there were 
certain images I knew.  I don’t know how it happened with the mapping for instance.  I 
had this obsession about mapping of the journeys, mapping of the self and the body.  I 
guess that is universality, about Jewish Lear, the paralleling of the story and about 
silence, father/daughter and the external but really it is what we carry from other 
generations other places in our bodies in the cells of our bodies and what do we have.  
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Which is a big obsession in most of my work.  So yeah I’m going to get this mapping 
thing.  I don’t know why. So those kinds of things in process some of it is just like I 
have to do it.  Ding.  I want to have this mapping and the mapping became very 
significant and for me it started with getting this Google map.  I got the computer and I 
got the Google maps and I literally sat with a camera and filmed it.  Apparently there is 
a program I could have done it much easier.  Then I went to Sally Smith the 
choreographer and that became a point of a motif through it and choreographically we 
started mapping on the body and improvisation. 
 
S So you brought different collaborators in at different points.   Do you shut 
yourself in a room 3 times a week and write stuff?  Or just stuff bubbles away.   Do you 
write stuff down? 
 
D I write stuff down but have a very chaotic way of doing it.   If I am editing, I 
am focused and filming the visual stuff because that is very important in all my work.  
Hungry had a lot of it, although I didn’t do a lot of it, but this one I did my thing 
because I did my Masters.  So I did all that and when I do all that I am just totally 
focused in this room with my computer and really annoying with myself as I like it to 
be really exact.  When I did this piece for instance I was also resident in Victoria 
University so I had the studios there.  I get ideas at really strange times, like driving to 
La Trobe and I have to write them down.   I have a piece of paper next to me in the car, 
which is really dangerous.  Or when I listen to a piece of music.  The other thing in 
terms of process of making work is when I am in the middle of making work, 
everything relates to my work.  Which is really self centred, but it just happens. 
 
S So you are just looking through that lens of making the work. 
 
D Totally.  So I get ideas looking at something and I go “Yeah.”  So everything 
is through that.  I am totally obsessed, It’s weird.  If it relates to the show, then I have to 
write it down.  I can be anywhere.   In the middle of show, if I am going to see 
something else, I have to get a piece of paper out and write and I generally carry lots of 
books around with me.   Unfortunately, I have too many books.    
 
S Like a journal 
 
D Yeah.  I’ve got a few of them.  I generally try to keep one especially if I am 
going away.  Sometimes I just write nice and neatly but generally it’s scrawled.  The 
writing is important.  I couldn’t do this.  It has to be written down and I don’t know 
why, sometimes I do little diagrams.   
 
S Your process seems quite visual to me.   
 
D It is.   
 
S So even the writing and the doodling and on the computer with the programs 
and there is the whole movement in the studio 
D Then the actual writing comes out through impro, so some of the personal 
story came out of impro and that was not through Meredith.   Telling the story but the 
other stuff I thought- well, this makes sense to me to have this bit.  It’s a bit more  
 
mathematically put in. Then it is the process of getting rid of stuff and editing.  I like 
that part of it and I am very careful with specific words.  Space between words and how  
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it works in physically and the spaces and stillness’s and movement are incredibly exact.   
Specifically, with this piece more so, even though I am always very exact, it might not 
look it but that is the way I am.  With this piece my original challenge to myself was to 
make the film and so I could press go and then the body and the film are a real duet.   I 
didn’t want someone in the bio box standing there.  I didn’t want that.  I really wanted it 
to be put it on and so we had to work together.   It’s press a DVD and you don’t have to 
touch it again.   More than not needing someone to do it, I just wanted that challenge.  
The amount of DVDs and versions I made could fill a whole, you know, so you could 
use them in rehearsal every time something got tweaked, as it does every single 
rehearsal.  Things had to be changed.   Or if I made something and I liked the length of 
it visually, then often the physicality or the language of the body would have to work 
with that.  So it was a real chance to work with each other. 
 
S Like a dance. 
 
D Yes like a dance. 
 
S I just want to go back before that because you are talking about very precise 
editing process.    You collected all these different sequences.  What’s the process in 
terms of then ordering them into the construction and structure of the actual show? 
 
D That’s probably more on an intellectual basis because to me there is an 
obvious clear narrative while I am making it. I don’t know if there is when you watch it. 
 
S So can you talk about how you developed that narrative. 
 
D For instance in Cordelia, you had, if you are taking the original King Lear and 
then you are taking it from the point of death, which is in the play, so what I have done 
is done the first part of the play until the love..No actually I have done the story all the 
way through. 
 
S So you have taken the structure from the play? 
 
D From the actual play in a way, but from the end.  I don’t know how it 
happened but I really wanted the piece to be in that in between world.  Which was a bit 
wifty wafty.  The other dramaturg I had was Ari Roth in Washington who I worked 
with in development.  He was really really good because he is a writer.  That was kind 
of interesting.   When I was applying to be part of the development thing he said, “I am 
a bit worried that this wafty..be more precise.”  He gave me some wonderful notes and 
he was right.  He comes from a writer’s point of view and in my mind I could see what 
it meant, because I think visually but I knew that I wanted to kind of ..also because my 
father is at this point of his life, between life and death.   In Cordelia we don’t know if 
she is alive or dead.   What happened in that moment - the slither of a moment between 
the two, which I think I am slitting in this kind of whole journey.  In that moment she 
goes back and she remembers.  That’s my rationale for it.  She is remembering it where 
it starts off with the here and now, the death.  You’ve got this war thing in Melbourne.  I 
mean Melbourne is OK, but I am carrying all that stuff with me.   It probably doesn’t 
make sense to you but.. 
 
S Well no.   It’s your process, it’s how you made sense of it. 
 
  
270 
D I mean the part here in Melbourne came to me afterwards. Originally I had 
starting with the death going into reading the play and stuff like that.  But the piece 
originally didn’t go as far as telling the whole story.  That is why I was telling you 
about having to have key points.  It went really into the love question.   It was a bit 
more abstract but in my mind it was still this journey that follows the play.  For 
example, from Hungry, there was a clear structure that came from external things so 
that was set on the day of Yom Kippur and has 5 particular services and each service 
means is related to something else and they became my structure.  So that kind of is like 
those external structures because from then you can actually go off into your own world 
into your own personal world.   So then when I realised after that first showing that 
maybe it was a little abstract I went back to the text.  That is the key thing, so let’s give 
those sign posts along the way and then I woke up and thought I am not carrying Hugh 
with me, I’ve got to be in Melbourne.   So how can I repeat that train story in 
Melbourne, because that’s the whole point.  I don’t know how it happened but 
somewhere along the line, it made sense.  Let’s set it here in Melbourne where I am 
carrying it here and now and to me that Melbourne story is very important in the very 
beginning because you are carrying it with you and hopefully people relate to it and it’s 
in my cells.    
 
S It sounds to me like a mosaic.   It wasn’t chronological.  It was like different 
parts of the jigsaw came together.    
 
D That’s why I am a big believer in long developments and showing it along the 
way.  You never know until you get your audience there, that is what theatre is about.  
Then you get a response.   Hungry was in development for over 2 years as well.  That to 
me is important.  I think it is clear because you’re in love with it, you are also involved 
with your work and you think things are clear so it is really interesting to get that 
response.  Also, the more you do it, it is a live thing - things become clear.  But at the 
same time, there is a clear narrative living underneath all that.  Here’s where it is, and it 
is a bit like a jigsaw I guess, because it puts it altogether but there is something from 
here to there which is making sense. 
 
S Over those 2 years you had several different showings? 
 
D Yes.  I started off with me directing it.  That had a bit of a grant for that. That 
didn’t work and that spurred me on to go OK it is my solo.  Then I started off in the 
artist in residency and I was working all the way through that and then I had this very 
embryonic showing to a few people, Julian Merrick and Peta Tait and Loretta from La 
Trobe.  There were gaps and stuff.  That was really useful.  That was really important.  
Parts of it were really hard and soul destroying because it is so embryonic and it was 
hard, I felt oh my God it’s all terrible.  But it wasn’t.  Then I continued on making and 
doing and then I had a showing at the end of the year at House that about 30 or 40 
people came.  That was much more developed obviously because I had been working 
the whole year and looking at what they said and it was good and we brought in stuff 
and all the visuals and lighting and there was a discussion afterwards - which ended up 
about what people’s own ideas about what theatre should be.  It was interesting because 
it was about abstract versus how many signposts will people need.  So it came about a 
lot like that.   It was hard but good.   From there I went to New York and worked with a  
 
company and I was rehearsing and I had the one-week in Washington.  That was really 
good and with a showing at the end of it as well.   Ari Rother was fantastic.  He helped 
me. 
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S So that is when you worked with Ari? 
 
D Before that online, he gave me some great thoughts.  Hard for him because 
you need to see this sort of work.  But his questions, some of the stuff he wrote, I sent 
him some of the text, storytelling.  He was really good.   But then I worked with him 
there because Meredith didn’t come and he really pushed it ahead.  Then another 
performance there which was beautiful big camera, it was fantastic on the stage, about 
50 or 60 people I didn’t know and a question and answer. With a harsh critic who 
suggested to get rid of the microphone and she actually gave me some good feedback 
because she thought it would push it to the next level.   I did exactly what she said in the 
end without thinking about it.   That was great, because I had beautiful feedback from 
the audience, talking about coming from the heart and the critic.   Constructive 
feedback.  That was wonderful. 
 
S That’s very courageous. 
 
D It was a great way to do it.  Then I came back and in March this year I did a 
one off.  At 45 downstairs.  I was almost finished.   Meredith had a space and asked if I 
wanted to do it here, a one off.   This time more people, it was full up this night.    80 – 
100 people.  It was good, worked really well and it wasn’t quite what you saw it was 
just a step behind that, almost finished.   Wonderful response to it.  Got rid of the 
microphone.   So glad I got rid of it.   I knew that I had to heighten the physicality.    I 
didn’t feel it was totally finished I am relentless that way.   People really got it and were 
moved by it and people started to think about their own father.   Which didn’t happen 
before.    It didn’t touch people but Peta Tait who saw it last year says that she was 
crying. It worked and then the last development and I feel it is a finished piece.  Now to 
go and tour and do things is why I submitted my work for that because I thought I really 
want this as part of a festival. 
 
S What festival is this? 
 
D The UTR, Brisbane.  I wanted it to be bigger again and longer.   It was good to 
be accepted into that.  It was a good place for it and I felt like yes, I have got to the 
point now, a few tweakings.  During the 5 performances it tweaked.   As a piece now I 
feel really confident and got such a good response from that.   You saw it tweaked a bit.   
People, like Brian Lucas, really nice response to the work.    I kept on putting it out 
there.   You need that.  I think it is important but it is hard as a solo artist but I believe 
you’ve got to do it.   Now I feel confident with the work.    
 
S Let’s go back where this interview started where you talked about this 
obsession and you had to do it.   Now we have gone on this huge journey and there is a 
sense of the audience being touched.  I want you to reflect on that because at the 
beginning you were not sure why you are doing this.  Do you understand now why you 
are doing it? 
 
D Any work or play I was directing when it’s at the other end I think, I don’t 
know how I got there.   I always have that feeling, I don’t know if I could do it again.  I  
 
could never make another piece because I don’t know how to do it.   I have that with 
every single piece I make even making work for the students.  Going back, do I know 
why I did it?  Yes, I guess I feel that to get to that point where you feel you have  
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touched people, you have really opened them up and they discuss or you’ve done 
something which maybe has affected people, I guess that’s why.  It’s not what I think  
about at the time.  It’s just making a piece of art, I always see it as a piece of art.  Not 
just theatre, in a theatre.   That’s why I like my work to have a number of lives.  Why do 
you make art?  When a piece of art goes to an art gallery the audience views it and they 
have a visceral experience and response to that work so I guess that’s what I am doing.   
 
S Let’s look at this aspect of taking one’s life and performing that on stage and 
playing oneself. 
 
D It’s the same.  I don’t see it like that.   When I am making the work I always 
refer to the person performing it, which is me, as she does this. 
 
S So there is a sense of objectivity, it’s about Deborah not yourself. 
 
D Even though it is me obviously but I still see it as… 
 
S A character? 
 
D No, not a character but part of that artwork, moving artwork I guess.   It’s 
definitely not a character.   I know it’s from my own stories but as a piece of art work its 
over there, I see this in the same way.  I love doing theatre, arts and dance.   I went into 
performance because of the physical and visual- I had come from that world - but when 
I am making work or sometimes when I am writing text.  I often see it externally.  
When you are doing it, you are doing it. It’s performing it because that is what I am 
trained to do.   When I am making it, it’s this other thing.   
 
S OK.  However, there is a certain emotional charge around this experiences that 
we’re accessing - talking about your relationship with your father. Also dealing with his 
experiences in terms of the holocaust and a lot of powerful emotional experiences. I just 
want you to talk about that.  You’ve just described being distant from that yet… 
 
D Not distant.  Distant is not the right word. As an artist, the work is still part of 
them but the work is another entity. I’m not distant from it as I’m part of it- and, clearly 
with my work as it is personal, there is an emotional charge.  The work is not a separate 
entity. 
 
S Even when you are performing even? 
 
D When I am performing probably even more.  Because I am in there telling it in 
that moment.  It doesn’t affect me afterwards.   When I am performing I am in there, 
this is it.  Like in the piece I am Cordelia you know that last one when I turn around and 
he gets off the train.  I knew where that came from and what it means to me and people 
might read that differently.   Which is good.   I think it is like a moment of I know who 
it is what it is what it means in my work.  It’s a joyous moment because he is off the 
train and he can actually speak.  He comes out of his train, his journey and he turns 
around and he can speak. He is open. So when I am in it, I’m in it. 
 
S How would that be different from as an actor playing a role and emotionally 
identifying with the role? 
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D Maybe there is not difference.  Because when you are being an actor going 
into a role you have to find your personal connections.  It’s what is the human condition 
and how can you relate to it otherwise, how can you play it otherwise.   Otherwise it’s 
faking and you have to find the truth.  Maybe in that respect it’s the same.  As a solo 
artist, to go back to the beginning, the difference is you do start from the personal when 
you are writing because that is what it is.  If you are writing for someone else, maybe 
it’s different that if you are the writer/performer, that’s where your richness, that’s what 
it is.  I can’t imagine saying I am going to write a story about..even though I have 
thought about it emotionally.  Even so it is something I have to relate to.  I think it is 
something I have to have a personal connection to.   I find that personal connection.  
There is a big difference between being a solo maker/artist.   Because you start from the 
personal.   If you look at all strong solo works, like Deborah Mailman, Leah Purcell- 
they are all personal stories.  Deborah Pollard.   It’s more potent, more truthful as long 
as it doesn’t stay there - in the therapy thing.   It’s dangerous. 
 
S Talk to me about that distinction. 
 
D I think the distinction is if you can make it into a piece of art that speaks to a 
number of people, if you find the human condition under the personal.  The story is just 
a story and you start from there because that’s what speaks to you. 
 
S  So what would tip it over in terms of what you are talking about? 
 
D Good question. I don’t know, there’s a fine line.  You just know- what it is.  
What is art?  I guess it is about form but then people can just tell stories.  It would still 
speak to many people.   
 
S Is it when the performer is seeking a particular response from the audience or 
a particular emotion? 
 
D Maybe.  I saw, I shouldn’t say this, before my show in the same space there 
was a piece that was dreadful.   Mainly she was doing that, you were meant to think 
things, so kind of.. 
 
S Tortured? 
 
D Yes.   I think the danger is when people act the emotion to get the audience to 
feel emotion.  That’s maybe what it is about.   
 
S So there is this sense of the personal story being the initial raw material and 
then it is crafted, shaped into a piece of art. 
 
D Yes, but that is also because of how I work as well.  Because the personal 
story is just the germ of the idea but I am interested in visual, physical theatre.  I believe 
that the body is a text – every moment is a text- every silence is a text- so that’s the way 
I work and that’s the type of theatre I love and that I like to try and make as long as it’s 
successful.  I don’t think of the process of making it “Oh Ok and now I will craft it.”  I  
 
don’t think that at all.  I don’t think that logically or consciously. However, that’s what 
happens 
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S  I would imagine that you have a particular aesthetic in terms of the type 
theatre you are creating. 
 
D Yes I do- I like to let the visuals talk and I enter into that world- the body in 
space- it emerges through the doing, the improvisation, the choreography. Sally, the 
choreographer and myself looked at everything I had already created- the filming, the 
text, the mapping, the existing choreography and the shape of the show which had 
already existed. She then took all that in to the rehearsal room and we started to 
improvise based on exercises she offered. I really wanted to heighten it- to go further. 
So we created some new stuff. I do a lot of research before going into the space. I start 
delving into stuff. 
 
S     For example? 
 
D In this case, it was viewing the Yiddish ‘King Lear’, Scholfield’s ‘Lear’, 
reading books- immersing myself in that world- feeding myself before going into the 
space. Through this process of obsession with the idea and immersion, that becomes the 
lens through which I see everything. Everything starts to relate to what I’m creating- 
like the train story and filming on the train. It becomes quite intuitive. 
 
S What I'm hearing is that there is a lot of trust in yourself in this process. 
 
D  Totally- and this is true for when its working and when its not working. It hard 
to explain- you just know, you get that tingle when its right, when it working. And 
when its not working, I’m quite prepared to throw it out. 
 
S We're coming to close of the interview. Is there anything else we haven’t 
covered? What would be the three things you say to a person who is creating a solo 
autobiographical show? 
 
D Only do it if you are obsessed. You can’t manufacture your motivation and 
enthusiasm. It takes a long time to create a show. Be truthful- you’ve got to go there. 
The third thing? Be prepared to be humiliated. 
 
S  Thank you. 
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Tim Stitz- interviewed by Steve Matthews   23/6/11 
 
S So through studying history, you then developed an interest in personal 
history? 
 
T Not necessarily.  I did history at school and then I thought I would do it at Uni.   
I did an Arts Commerce degree but I think theatre was always co existing with my 
studies at the time.  I think in some years I did far more student theatre than I did 
study.  In fact the reason I did my Honours in the end was because I didn’t get into 
NIDA or VCA when I finished my Uni course.  I was really close and I thought I would do 
Honours.  I was finding it very stimulating.  I’m really glad I did actually cos it was the 
best year of my University life.  I loved some of the later years just getting really into it.  
One day I may go back and do more study.  I don’t know if it will be in the history.  It 
might be more in the arts area.   That would directly related in practice to what I want 
to do as a performer or a producer. 
 
S I am talking to Tim Stitz, whose wonderful show ‘Lloyd Beckman Beekeeper’, I 
have just seen. 
 
S My first question is:  when did you first become interested in using your own 
life experience of your family and their stories as content for performance? 
 
T It came out of the fact that I sat down with Grandad and just started 
interviewing him about the family history.  I was wanting to have some sort of record 
and perhaps this is the historian in me.  I remember in Year 9, I had done an Australian 
history project all about where the Stitz name came from.   I was quite interested 
generally and then my teacher said, “Why don’t you find out.   That would make a 
great project in terms of a migration project.”  My grandfather, Lloyd, recorded on a 
tape a story. I did set down this studio logbook and I put together a project.  I would 
have been about 15.  I am 31 now. 
 
S that’s 16 years ago that you started this. 
 
T I suppose some of it has bled into it.  I think it opened up a door for Grandad 
in that he saw that I was interested and I was just ready to hear.  In a way I think he 
was telling people in the family, my parents, my Mum and Dad and all my cousins and 
to some extent he  
was getting traction from some but not with others.  Perhaps because I’d lived in 
Melbourne and he was in Brisbane.  I only saw him once a year whereas my Dad’s 
brother and sister they live in Brisbane and so do my cousins and it just perhaps they 
were getting things all the time and I just felt I had to catch up in some ways.   Then in 
my early 20s I probably should start re-recording or going back and asking some 
questions and I did want to know more than just the factual historical information like 
the family tree.  I wanted, what was it like, a picture of what it was like to grow up in 
the depression.  Can you paint the picture?  We’ve heard stories of how you walked 
into the mine with no shoes and had to buy new shoes.  Can you tell me exactly what 
that was like?    
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S I like this image of painting a picture because immediately you go into… 
 
T That’s what I wanted, that was my desire and I was keen to get that.  He still 
kept talking about the family history and the correspondence he had had with 
Germany with his great Aunt who was perhaps giving him some answers.   Then the 
genealogy. I tried a different track.  I said, “How did you get involved with the Bee 
Keeping game.  I had always known him as a beekeeper as a kid I never knew anything 
different. At this stage, my first memories were that they had lost all their money as I 
present in the play.  I never knew them as having an affluent middle-class existence 
and they built themselves up from very little.   Yes, they were back to having very little.  
They lived in a caravan and I used to go and hang out with them and I never picked up 
on the fact that there was real struggle. It was always that incredible love between 
grandparents and grandchildren.   Seeing cousins and running around picking potatoes 
and the pawpaw plantation and the bees and the bee boxes. I asked about why he got 
interested and what led him to that.    All these were very amazingly vivid stories came 
tumbling out and obviously tangential and there were hours and hours where I got to 
the point that after about 2 hours I would have to say “I need a bit of a break” and I 
would go and have a bit of a walk. 
 
S  So there’s a lot of material there. 
 
T We didn’t transcribe it all.  We only transcribed some, maybe 7 or 8 hours 
worth of actual formalized sitting down.  Within that there became a lot of points and 
observations that I made and lots of  
“Remember how we talked about this yesterday, well I’ve just remembered this.”  So I 
would try and add that to my notes. 
 
S That’s one thing to sit down with your grandfather or relative and illicit 
stories but then there is another whole decision around creating a piece of theatre 
about which was not only about him but about you and your relationship to him.  Talk 
to me about that. 
 
T I think it was a few different things that brought me to that.  It was those 
amazing stories, listening to the audio and just going these bee stories are incredibly 
evocative and the time and the nostalgia.  I think I am quite a sentimentalist  
 
S I think we all are who are interested in this area. 
 
T Of course, and marking history and painting the picture of history so it’s not 
just facts it’s actually; well let’s look at the domestics or the social history and I 
supposed I am interested in that.  I think if you come at it from another area, I had 
done perhaps I was working on a series of old men character or just an old man 
character who would just come out with friends and to be improvising and I suppose I 
was..my grandparents as much as your parents, loom quite large in your Who am I?  
How have I come to be? I’ve got Dad’s family, Mum’s family, their parents.  How are 
they?   How am I and that sort of defining of identity was very much a place where 
perhaps I was at in my early 20’s.   I think there was just that need to express a whole  
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lot of things really.  Express my reaction to the fact that they were getting older.   
Which really got my throat and I thought I really want to say something about it.  And I 
think my Dad’s suicide, I think that had a profound impact on me, of course and at the 
time it was so, well it’s so taboo in a lot of ways.  I mean you look at the last 15 years 
and what Beyond Blue have done and just in terms of men’s health such a huge, much 
greater currency and it’s getting less and less taboo.  I was really, probably out of 
reaction to him and to his actions and feeling quite angry and powerless.  I had no 
idea, didn’t know about warning signs.  None of us had any idea.  None of us saw them 
and yet it happened.  
 
 So, the play isn’t about warning signs but perhaps about the consequences of pushing 
down emotion and not working through or dealing with your feelings.  That’s a 
generational thing.  I think I’ve got to the point now where I think, perhaps I would 
never have got  
the answers necessarily how Grandad felt about Dad’s death or felt about his losses.  I 
got glimpses.  But it’s that sort of stiff upper lip, that stoicism that meant in my late 
20’s  “Come on.  I want to relate to you.  I want to have a really meaningful 
relationship and share this grief that I am sure you are feeling”  Yet… 
 
S He couldn’t go there. 
 
T No, he couldn’t.  He just didn’t want to go there.    
 
S That was very apparent in the play and there is a section where you say 
“C’mon c’mon tell me.”   He wouldn’t go there and yet that was powerful in itself to 
see that generational shift around the wanting to be transparent about it and wanting 
to talk about it and the complete inability to be able to go there.  My question is what 
inspires us, motivates us and it does seem that both for myself and other performers 
that are working in this area that some kind of wounding or some kind of rupture 
creates that need to explore and tell the story.  Would you agree with that? 
 
T Yes I think so.  It’s certainly a provocation, quite a deep provocation.  I think 
also, and this is the first time I have ever written or devised myself.   I’ve been in a lot 
of new Australian plays as an actor, but I had never done anything, apart from 
Playback…but that’s other people’s stories.  I thought I know this story or I know 
myself, perhaps I will start with something autobiographical.   I think now I am feeling 
well I might come back to something autobiographical down the track but I’m keen on 
doing adaptations or a new idea, whatever.  It just felt like a good place to start.   
Perhaps there was a need for a catharsis for me to perhaps potentially work through 
as an artist, create pictures, play with music or sound or images or physically embody 
things or the devising process.   I know there’s a question about.  We used a lot of 
props.  I’m not someone who sits at a computer and writes.   We worked from the 
transcripts, this Kelly Soames, who was the deviser and I.  We listened to things.  I 
transcribed things, she was very much informed by the experience of looking after her 
grandmother who was quite ill for a number of years and that she was leaving at home 
with them.  So we were both keen to I suppose address those issues of aging and that 
slippage of age but also throw in a lot of the very much autobiographical Stitz material. 
 
S So the process that I am understanding was the transcribing and  
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the listening and then workshopping around that. Because that is also a very 
interesting choice to go “We’re going to situate this completely in this environment. 
Was all your Grandfather’s belongings? 
 
T Not all.  There’s a couple of things but most of it is op-shops or borrowed but 
I mean there a couple of key things like the brief case or the reel to reel player and the 
little shaver that I use are his old things.   I did start off with a couple of props and 
objects to help illicit my reactions to those things.  We had Grandad’s stuff and we 
were trying to devise also what this Grandson carried and also we weren’t sure the 
grandson character was ever going to really stay in there or not.   Also, in early drafts 
of the script and an early showing we had, Jean my Grandmother’s character.  I played 
her.  So it was a three-character drama more than just two.  Now, there’s slippage 
between the two characters but it is very much Lloyd and the Grandson.  That’s what 
we have set up. 
 
S You talk about the Grandson, which is you, but there’s a sense that you are 
distant from that character.  I want you to talk a little bit about that, because that’s 
playing yourself in a sense and I guess you are playing a version of yourself or 
construct of yourself.   Can we unpack that a bit?  I am interested in that process and 
the stages of what you experienced and how it affected you. 
 
T Yea.  It became a very clear choice to call the characters Lloyd and The 
Grandson because the grandson is obviously me, it’s Tim, but it’s a version of me, a 
construct, it’s a theatrical form of who I am.   With Lloyd, I never called Grandad Lloyd.  
Occasionally just informally, not to his face it was more “Oh we’re going out to see 
Jean and Lloyd, my Grandparents. “  But I know him as Granddad, that’s how I 
addressed him and I addressed him that way in the play as he addresses me as Tim.  
But, I suppose in the devising process we unconsciously did it in a way and then it 
became quite conscious of calling these characters those names to allow a bit of 
distance to develop between the fact that we were developing and writing and also 
being real and my own story.   
 
S I am interested in how you were affected in this process because you used 
the word ‘catharsis’ you talked about some kind of process that you went through and 
I think there is also an added factor in here to do with your father’s death.  It seems 
like a huge thing to deal with. 
 
T A lot of people say “How do you do it every night?” like my family response 
and even other audience “how do you do this every night.”  It’s real.   Oh My Gosh.  
Some students in Melbourne said, “How did you dream up this whole situation?”  I 
said, “Because it’s real.”   I think that at the start in terms of the work shopping and 
devising sometimes, I think Kelly’s job and even Jane Wollard who was our dramaturge 
and her mentor, her job was often to push me into places I wasn’t ready to go yet.   
But to really create a tension in the story telling and I think it was very raw perhaps 
when I first started devising it and first started addressing my opinions and ideas about 
aging and about my dad’s death and about “No I don’t want to push it down.  I want to 
talk about it.  This is going to eat at you, literally, if you don’t talk about it.  And, you  
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can see things coming up like grandad, you think about that second coming of trauma 
like the death of my grandmother might have brought something in Lloyd and he’s 
getting all bitter about the lost money, his superannuation and I just kept on thinking 
“Well I wonder what trauma or rupture that’s going to crack dad’s death. I know that’s 
affected you deeply as it has affected me deeply but for years afterwards I wanted to 
talk about it I wanted to say to him “How did you feel?  What was Dad growing up 
like?”  My Mum could tell a lot of stuff about their life together but there was so much 
before and my grandmother was quite open in a way that I suppose a lot of females 
are.  I mean she was just that beautiful, maternal wanting to share her grief and she 
was so much open to say “I look at his photograph every day and I miss him.”  It was a 
huge step when she said, “I will never get over it but I am learning to live with it.  I am 
obviously sad but I know it’s not anyone’s fault but he chose to do what he did.” Lloyd 
would never have said anything like that.  So I think absolutely it was probably a form 
of catharsis at one point or numerous points and there have been points since where 
things became raw and acute.  There’s a really good example recently now we have 
done a number of development showings.  We did a full season last year in Melbourne 
and Canberra and then this year we did seven weeks of touring.    We’ll finish here and 
then go to Brisbane for a week.   At different points of course, family come along or 
something just twigs but really I at the moment I am trying to perform it as a piece of 
theatre that I would do any other piece of theatre.   I think if I think about this as me 
and my experience, and I know it is always, but if I think about it and try and  
use that perhaps raw emotion, I don’t know if it would be really healthy I think I would 
be a wreak.   
 
S So in a way you have distanced yourself but also you are using specific kind of 
acting techniques in a way to distance yourself and just focus on the character. 
 
T And focusing on the story that I have got to tell.  That we have created a story 
which is now so much bigger than me or even Kelly like there’s designers who have put 
in their imprint and their artistic responses to it and there is an audience response that 
happens in real time in the play that helps the story be told in some ways to unfold.   I 
always try and remind myself at the start of every show this audience hasn’t heard this 
story, most of them.  Some of my friends might have heard fractions or snippets and 
my family probably know much of it and there are even things I might allude to that 
they know a huge chapter that even I don’t have any. So we call bring what we bring to 
the theatre on that one night and my job as the performer on the night, quite apart 
from my job as co-devisor, is to tell the story as clearly and as succinctly and to hit all 
the notes that we need to rhythmically.  Sometimes things creep in and it’s a different 
level but sometimes I don’t even know if that’s because it’s me and my story or I look 
over at someone’s facial expression and it’s their response, their reaction that I go “Oh 
God this is really affecting someone.”  Working off them as I would work off any other 
actor. 
 
S Could you ever see the day when another actor could perform this? 
 
T I’ve thought about it because it’s being published.  I’ve wondered if anyone 
wants to do it.  I don’t know.  Originally there were different characters and I was 
thinking of having other actors involved but the more we got into the process the  
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we felt like, no this is such a personal thing that I think it needs to be a solo piece.  As 
much as that has had its challenges and rewards, I do sometimes miss working with an 
ensemble of actors because I have to drive the show.  Even with audience interaction 
and responses it’s still the ball’s in my court.  I am constantly having to hit it and with 
another actor there you can bounce off their energy. 
 
S Extending on that I want to go back to the creative and devising process 
because you said you had both a dramaturg and a director, or co-devisor.    I am 
interested in that process of how it evolved to that final product because it is very 
anchored in the objects but very beautifully in a way. Those choices even to set it 
within the granny flat  
and to create a degree of discomfort for the audience for the purpose of having them 
to be more comfortable and also that extends to the serving of the honey and the 
drinks and everything.  I am fascinated to know how you evolved from the transcripts 
and the creative process to that. 
 
T I had a really clear idea for the concept for the play, very early on.  Even 
before I thought I might be able to use the transcripts in a way part of nostalgia and 
stories about bee keeping.  And, perhaps it came out of a response to La Mama.  I see 
a huge amount of stuff at La Mama.  It’s a small room, with a kitchenette with a bio 
box on top of the kitchen.  People often work against that space and I felt let’s go back 
to the way La Mama was intended to be performed in.   Have café tables around the 
edge.  Let’s make it in the round.  Let’s take all the rostrum out.  Let’s make it a bedsit.  
That was a very clear idea.  From the idea of a theatre piece actually having a genesis, 
they were almost existing at the same time and they went together.   La Mama had 
this exploration season.  You get 3 nights to put up a piece and just try it out.   La 
Mama’s credo is access and access - it's wonderfully successful and other times 
wonderfully full of failure.   And that’s what the whole point is.    I spoke to Louise ones 
about it and I got Kelly on board and we put on a ramshackle version of it in about 2 
months, Kelly and I working on it part-time.     I had done a lot of the interviewing 
previously and I in fact had to jump up to Brisbane only 3 or 4 weeks before the show 
was on cos my grandmother got quite sick and eventually she died.  So that was 
informing the process.    So that first version of it had grandma as a character and she 
really represented the aging aspects of the play, which we have since conflated.  This 
was also Jane Wollard and Kelly and I having that discussion about how useful and 
important it is that she is represented but how useful is she as a character.  I felt it was 
stronger to discuss in the course of the play the four generations of the Stitz men.  
Wilhelm, Lloyd, my Dad and to me. That felt more interesting. 
 
S But she was a presence with all those objects. 
 
T Sure she was always there.  We did want to have that and a sense of when 
she is dead there is that loss and all her worldly goods are still here.  Being packed 
away, yet she is not here.  We wanted to play with that as well.    
 
S So you did these three nights initially. That was the first workshop to get it to 
that point? 
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T Yes.  It’s changed. But not a wholesale change in perhaps the form of it.  The 
forms of it in terms of trying out the interaction of giving out honey pawpaw, making 
people comfortable and having a glass of 4x and a glass of wine.  That was all there in 
the first thing.   Even the idea of having Jean’s dress hanging, Lloyd’s costume hanging 
and trying on their skin.    That was something we worked with from the start.  That 
idea of the grandson, that I was trying on his skin or trying on her skin.  As an actor 
that is one of the first exercises I will do when I know I have a part.  What is it like to 
walk in this person’s shoes?   Such a simplistic acting exercise.   Trying to create 
empathy, what is it like to be in you, in your shoes, how do you see the world?  All 
those questions and because I knew them as personal relatives and grandparents I 
often knew their responses whereas in a character you often have to discover them or 
make them up yourself. 
 
Then we had a break for a long period of time, before we went up to Hot House 
theatre.  It was almost 10 months later that we applied for it because the response to 
that initial development was so strong and people were just so moved by the 
experience we thought maybe we are onto something here.  Maybe we should keep 
exploring it and there were people at that time saying you could get rid of the 
grandson.  The grandson was in a different way to it is in the current show.  The 
grandson was interactive with the audience.  Like the moment when he is in the nappy 
we actually got the audience to feel how wet it was or I would walk around and say, 
“Everything is alive here in Queensland.”  It was much more the same way it is with 
Lloyd that interactive, I know you are in front of me, I am breaking the 4th wall and 
we’re having a conversation.  A bit of a one-sided conversation but a conversation.  We 
wanted to test that and learn more about the metaphor of bee keeping and the queen 
bee.  We went up to Hothouse for a number of reasons.  To start working on different 
drafts of the scripts.  We interviewed beekeepers and agriculturists and farmers and a 
guy from the DPI who was an apiary inspector.  We came back with a draft of the script 
that was way too heavy in the metaphor of bees and trying to link the life cycle of bees 
to Lloyd’s life.    From that point we were able to do the final work of  
just cutting things out, sifting through to the version we have now.   That’s after about 
15 versions 
 
S I have a question about how you decided to tell some stories and experiences 
and not others.  Obviously working with a dramaturg, you got that outside eye to look 
at a shape and a direction. 
 
T   Jane wrote a couple of workshops after the second showing out of the full tilt 
program at the arts centre because we wanted to bring some people in and we were 
thinking, we might want to present it elsewhere.  So we showed it and she said “the 
Lloyd character is developed but the grandson is not working so well or developed.  
Why is that?   Let’s run some workshops around the objects but also unlocking some of 
those things. Perhaps meaning to create more of a sense of conflict even if it is just 
generational conflict. Out of those, I did go away and wrote. I wrote prose; it was sort 
of a letter to my dad and what had happened in life since. It is what a psychologist 
would say at some point in therapy perhaps go away now and write this letter or think 
about this and put pen to paper.  I came back and showed Kelly and Jane and a small 
bit of that is in the play but most of it just helped clarify where I was coming from.   
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Then like everything you sometimes you have to cut your darlings.  We had to cut 
some of the Jean stuff and we had to perhaps take a bit of dramatic license.  To my 
knowledge, Lloyd never wore a depend nappy; it was my grandmother who did.   So it 
became a requirement that we had to put him in a nappy to represent the ageing. 
 
S So in a way, you’ve moved it away from the literally factual, to go, ok we’ve 
taken an element of this family story but we’ve distilled it into what happens in the 
one character.   I am interested in, because in this genre particularly, it has quite a 
different relationship to the audience and I would like you to talk about that in terms 
of how you deal with that, it’s a whole new factor in terms of the interaction. 
 
T that was something from day 1 we have been testing and in every funding 
application, some of which were successful and most of them probably weren’t 
actually.  We were wanting to keep developing it, to test that interactive element and 
the fact that each audience is quite unique.  Of course the show continues on and 
there is a master script but there are still points of interaction to a certain extent and 
play off the reactions of the audience.   A lot of it, the main testing was how many 
audience can we fit before we start taking too long to give out honey or drinks to 
everyone. 
 
S So it was a logistical thing.. 
 
T Well yes logistics and how far can we stretch this before we break the rhythm 
of the piece.  So people will wait and be served with a drink but if it doesn’t happen 
quick enough then we lose the momentum from the earlier scenes to draw us into the 
main heart of the play.    A lot of it was logistical and sorting out how many trays, 
sometimes we need 3 trays, other times we just need 1 or 2.  How much filler do we 
need, how much of the story is integral for the audience to hear.  There are some 
marker points where I go “Ok I can see there are a few people a bit distracted so I am 
not going to start this next bit until everyone is more or less back with me.”  Because 
otherwise they miss some of the central stuff, which gets referred back to later in the 
play.  So we do have those markers in place to signal to the audience.   Perhaps what 
you are alluding to as well with the audience is the difference in audience reaction 
particularly from people who might know the story intimately or me personally to 
potentially complete strangers cos that’s been something that’s been quite fascinating 
particularly after each show or in letters and emails that have been sent into us from 
the venue about react ions to the play.  Obviously my parents and my family have seen 
it and their reactions were very important to me in a way that’s what I was trying to do 
was “This is my take.  If you don’t like it, that’s fine.  You are entitled to your opinion.”  
But I think what kept us going and propelled us to do it again was the fact that it 
resonated, particularly the aging and getting older of a male relative resonated with 
people who didn’t know us who came to the theatre were bee keepers that just felt 
that resonated with them.   
 
S Obviously it moves into the universal and becomes…. Before I arrived at the 
theatre, I didn’t know you or your grandfather.   So for me they were characters.  Yet, I 
think there is something, obviously knowing that this piece is based on real life, it adds 
another element.   It’s an element of danger and vulnerability and I think being that  
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close in to the performers, there is no 4th wall.  You’re right about that there.   So, I 
think that is quite courageous to not only be working with your own family history but 
to set it in a way where there is no barrier at all.    
 
T No I think perhaps it felt very natural from the start to make it that intimate 
and I suppose in La Mama there’s no choice.  If we wanted to do a different show 
where there was a barrier I think we would have to chose a different venue.  But, it is 
fascinating to constantly see different audiences react and some people who 
appreciate the intimacy or the interaction with Lloyd, especially.  Others you see who 
can’t handle it.   I am like that with stand-up comics, I can’t handle it and have to sit up 
the back.   But you still see people I look at, and I am having a conversation with them 
and they are just looking away.  Is he still looking at me?  Oh yes, he’s still looking at 
me, oh God don’t look at me go away.   Other audience members are there with you 
and they are sitting on the edge of their seat and they are like tell me more, give me 
more. 
 
S That was interesting because you completely enrolled 4 or 5 people in terms 
of helping you to serve the drinks and it crossed over more into a quite intimate 
setting, like you’ve got people round for a cup of tea and a drink and a chat.  Which I 
think some people feel more comfortable than actually being in a theatre.   Others go, 
my God… 
 
T …I’m used to my theatre in a certain way. 
 
S That’s right.   So the piece does challenge conceptions and the fact that you 
get people’s name and you are constantly referring to them right through.   I don’t 
think I have ever seen that to such a prolonged degree.  Occasionally, comics and 
actors, they will interact with the audience but this became about a relationship. 
 
T It does. I haven’t seen any other pieces.  I have seen interaction but this just 
felt like a ….I haven’t even seen much verbatim theatre in some ways.  I have seen 
some plays based on a play write’s experience or autobiographical to some extent and 
like every piece of fiction or any sort of writing you can think how much of this is true 
and how much is based on your younger years.   Whether it is Chekhov or Tim Winton.  
But it just felt organically the right direction to go and it was from very early on where 
we located it and it seems to have worked more often than not.  Sometimes you see 
people clicking off because they don’t want that level of interaction.  The good thing is 
we wanted, very decisively to let people into the experience, try and make them as 
comfortable as possible.   Yes, perhaps give one or two of them a harder time, but 
really what is it like to sit on a couch in someone’s house, to be able to look at their 
bookshelves, their music and feel at home and then have perhaps the grandson aspect 
of the play where you are witnessing a performer in  
the traditional way where the 4th wall isn’t necessarily broken.   There is a choice not 
to break the 4th wall with the grandson character, in this version now.  But people do 
bear witness to perhaps that universality of aging or the sadness of losing apparent or 
loved one and that inner grief and that struggle.  You can perhaps flip it on its head 
and make people squirm in their seat and feel uncomfortable with trying on a Depend 
nappy and what’s that like.  That part of the show I think in some ways has also really  
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divided some people.  I’ve had some people say, “I just don’t think it was necessary for 
you to do that.  I found it insulting and unnecessary.”   You are entitled to feel that 
way.  We did talk about whether we should have it or not, but I often think to me as an 
artist in the theatre I often have clear images of what I want to see in a piece of work.  
Like, from very early on was a clear image and Kelly thought it was a great one and she 
said, “Let’s keep working with it.” 
 
S Personally, I think it’s very powerful.  I watched my own father go through 
that.  I think it is confronting for us when we are faced with the reality of aging.  That’s 
why we don’t want to see it.   
 
T To confront our own mortality. I think in my mid 20’s I was very much 
becoming a man and confronting the fallibility of my parents and my grandparents and 
my own eventual mortality.  You go through a period where you think, “I am immortal.  
I can go around the world and I am a bit untouchable.”  I think we all feel that to some 
extent. 
 
S Yes and it’s uncomfortable when it’s presented to us.  The stark reality of 
aging. Ok I will come back to a different question.   Why do you think it’s important for 
audiences to experience this particular genre of storytelling performance based on 
autobiography? 
 
T I don’t know.  I think it is up to an audience to choose what sort of theatre 
they want to go and see.   I personally I like fiction but I also like biography and 
autobiography just as a form.  I love reading autobiographical books, non-fiction.   
There is room in our theatre community of the canon to have stories that are based on 
real life.  In theatre or Laramie Projects, Minefields and Mini Skirts or I would love to 
see Paul Capsis’ 'Angela’s Table'.   Hopefully it will get up.  It seems it is in a similar 
realm.  Perhaps just the subject matter.  He is talking about his grandmother.  That’s 
perhaps where the similarity ends. 
 
S In a way.  Having seen both shows.  But that’s kind of  
interesting to see that because obviously you have a different dramaturgical team 
there. 
 
T Of course 
 
S And, theatrically different approach.  But I think there are enough similarities 
in terms of using objects and clothing and becoming the character of the relative. In his 
show he is a much stronger presence.  In fact, he is the main character. 
 
T So Paul himself is? 
 
S Yes.  You kind of covered it a bit but we will go over it again.  How is 
performing autobiographical material different and or similar to performing in a play 
scripted by someone else? 
 
T I try not to think of it as too different. Of course it is different.  I suppose in 
terms of creating a character so much of this, particular with the Lloyd, Grandad 
  
285 
character is an impersonation, is a jumping off point from someone I know very well 
that I can impersonate that I have been able to observe for many years that it comes 
very naturally.  Other characters, it is not necessarily, unless you are playing Margaret 
Thatcher and you’ve got a whole lot of reels of tape and recording to watch and begin 
to.  On the other hand, it still is how do I create a character?   What does that 
character do vocally, physically and how do they progress in the ark of a play or what is 
the map of the play?  It is exactly the same.  It’s getting into that rhythm of what is it to 
tell this story.  What do I need to support myself intellectually, physically, vocally to get 
into that character?  To be there for that whole hour.  I haven’t done another one-
person show, so I can’t compare to what that task is like cos I imagine there would be 
similarities and also differences.  But, it is different because at certain times as I said 
before, something will happen, you’ll have a day when I am thinking about my Dad or 
something pops in or I meet someone who knew him and all of a sudden that night 
when I am performing something creeps up on me and it just becomes more my 
reaction as opposed to an artificial theatrical representation.  Lloyd passed away 
earlier this year, the day after it opened in Melbourne for this recent season.  So that 
had a huge amount of poignancy to the performing of it and I wasn’t sure if I should be 
performing it.  I thought, the day he died, as a mark of respect, should I not do the 
show tonight?  I gave myself time to come to the decision and in the end, it felt like it 
was the right decision to keep it going.  I talked to my Uncle and my Aunty about it and 
my partner and then at the end of the show, my Uncles said maybe I should say 
something.  I said that I would see if it felt right.  And it did.  At the end of the show, 
the lighting designer came, Kelly came, my partner Petra was there and a few other 
people in the room knew, really close friends of mine.  So half the audience here 
knows that something quite startling has happened to this play and that’s that Lloyd 
passed away today.  People went “Huh” audible reaction.  Other audience members 
who didn’t know had developed some sort of a relationship with that character and 
then to find out that he had gone just added another layer of meaning to the 
experience.   Telling my friends, or putting it up on Facebook.  Sad news today that 
Grandad, Lloyd Stitz has passed away and he is blowing with the wind now.  I mean I 
love that idea that that is what happens and it’s amazing these people would say. I 
know I never knew the man but I felt as if I did.   
 
It certainly will be very interesting going up to Brisbane and doing it up there to see 
what the reactions of Dad’s family will be.  I am nervous about that in a way that I 
hadn’t been nervous about showing family since last year.   A couple of them have 
seen a video or read the script but I think even my cousins are very uneasy about the 
whole thing and where possible I asked Granddad’s permission and I asked my Uncle 
and my aunt and my Mum.  Not written consent but are you OK with me doing this?  
The idea that Currency have published this year.  Are you OK with that?  They said, “of 
course we are”.  But I think some of my cousins might not be as happy.   
 
 I’m not to know and sometimes I feel, even my Mum, she said “I am really proud of 
you and this is your way of working through what’s happened to you.”  Of course, any 
artist makes sense of the world in the way they express themselves and I am a 
performer, so I express myself physically, with my voice like a painter or prose writer. 
 
would express themselves in their own way too.  To answer your question, it is 
different but I’m constantly trying to make it as I was doing any other gig.   If I do think 
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about it as a personal story every night, there is a heaviness and because I have seen 
some shows, based on personal stories and when they become too much like watching 
a piece of therapy or piece of catharsis it sometimes effects my enjoyment and my 
access of the play.  Perhaps the former is emoting and feeling something more than 
the audience are able to feel, perhaps turns me off.   Some people may feel that 
watching this show.  I don’t know. 
 
S I never felt that.   I understand what you are talking about. 
 
T It’s an uneasiness, it’s a fine line. 
 
S Even thought this about your personal story and your family’s personal story 
it seems as though the process was very much an ensemble process.  Could you have 
done this on your own? 
 
T  Probably.   Actually, I don’t know that.  I don’t think the industry and setting 
up the space, I couldn’t possibly do this without a stage manager to help set it up every 
night and help do the washing up and all that sort of stuff. 
 
S I’m talking about the creation of it. 
 
T I think I needed someone on the outside, like a co-devisor or director or 
dramaturg just to bounce ideas off cos that was something in the devising process that 
I often found most difficult because I was like “Can’t you just get in a scene. Kelly 
would say I am not a performer and she used to be a performer.  But she used to say, ‘I 
think you need to experience this.  This is what is interesting for the audience.”  Plus, 
maybe we need some other actors in here because I want someone to play off.  I am 
sick of playing off inanimate objects and evoking memory and playing with that and in 
the end that was useful.   She also had Max Gillies, who was a mentor of mine and he 
came to help sort out some of that and helped going between characterizations and 
playing with the speed or form of going between the grandson and Lloyd.  That was 
very useful, but I don’t think I could have done it by myself, especially without Kelly 
and the lighting designer Don Pringle and the aroma designer Jodie.  Jodie was very 
present in the early part of it.  We now bump into her design, but they were just 
offerings that she gave, connections to the aroma company and that was it.  Same with 
the sound design, Liz came into some of the rehearsals and in the end, she was away 
overseas when we were getting the show up, so we had someone else realize it who is 
a friend of hers.   I think all those other layers have added things to supplement the 
story.   I don’t think I could have done it purely on my own.  I’d like to think I could 
have, but I don’t think I would have liked to do it any other way.  I love that it has been 
collaborative.  I like working in a team.  There have been aspects of the work that has 
been very solitary, but it’s nice to come back into a room and bounce ideas off people 
or speak to Jane Wollard, the dramaturge who I have worked with quite a lot on her 
work and we worked on a piece called Profit and Loss which was all about the stories 
of families being affected by work place death and it was quite a verbatim piece.  In 
doing that, this is adding so much colour to the way in which I will go back and look at  
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Lloyd and the Bee Keeper play.  Of course, with time and space things do settle and 
you do come back to it with fresh new eyes.   The genesis has been a very long genesis 
for that reason, I think. 
 
S Couple of years? 
 
T Well end of 2007 is when we did the first showing at La Mama.  Hot House 
end of 2008 and then we did the season at the start of 2010.  I was interviewing a year 
or so before that so it’s been a long process. 
 
S That is a long process.  You are now getting the script published, at what 
point did it cement itself into a script. 
 
T Pretty much the whole way through there has been a version of it but I mean 
we also just had a wall with everything up on bits of paper and in the end, it was a 
great way of having a concept map so we could go “OK we’ll keep that.   Don’t want to 
lose that but probably have to lose it.”  We did cut things which were our darlings, as 
you have to do as a writer.   Sometimes it is the hard thing, I have to cut that but I 
don’t want to but it doesn’t help the story.   It doesn’t help the trajectory of the play. 
 
S So how did you fund this?  Is it self-funded? 
 
T Funded through under La Mama giving us, operational funding to provide 
artists with start off amounts.   For a three week season I think you get $1500 and 
Tamarama Rock Surfers get a bit of money from the Australia Council and Arts NSW.  
One of the main reasons to re-mount this year was because the Power House in 
Brisbane was buying it as a local show, so we are still having to fundraise and find 
some money and use the Melbourne season cos it was on the syllabus down there for 
Year 12 Drama to supplement some of the money.  But it won’t make any of us 
money!  Hopefully it will break even.   We are drawing a moderate wage, not Equity.  I 
am staying with friends up here and we are trying to save on accommodation as 
possible.  Airfares and logistics and freight that all adds up.  It’s been an interesting 
endeavour. 
      
S A real labour of love. 
 
T It is.  At times I think, “Why have we done this?”  It’s such a huge amount of 
effort.  But it’s great to have been able to do it here from the point of view of 
showcasing our work to family and friends.  It’s really quite enlivening to show it in a 
different city. 
 
S this is your first solo, biographical based show.  Do you know of other 
performers, story tellers who work in this genre that you have seen and admire? 
 
T this is why I am interested to see Paul Capsis’s show!  I don’t think I have seen 
a lot.  I saw Laramie Project recently, but that is quite different to this, my work.  I 
don’t know if I do.  I find a couple of musicians like Troubadours, Liz Stringer who is the 
musician I find a lot of her songs are incredibly based in an old story telling tradition.  
Jordy Lane is a troubadour, he calls himself.  He is a great story teller.  In terms of  
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theatre, I have actors that I love and would watch in a second but they are more 
because of the way they transform or there is a rawness in their performance, which 
inspires of me. 
 
S You would have heard of people like Spalding Gray? 
 
T But I haven’t done much research. 
 
S Steven Soderburgh has made a very good documentary about Spalding, 
which came out last year.  He’s, in a way, the most well-known originator.   Obviously, 
you have evolved it a long way from him sitting behind a desk and talking to the 
audience. 
 
T It’s been a very much guts, driven by our instincts more than a frame work.  
You think about ethnography.  I just learnt a little bit about that at Uni cos I am 
working with a couple of ethnographers.   Some of the techniques I identify with. 
 
S Well it is rooted in what they call ‘lived experience’ 
 
T Exactly but I probably need to do a bit more research on that!  It might be 
interesting for me to read your work to see what conclusions you’ve come to as well 
and I suppose there is a huge amount of literature about Playback Theatre and good 
and bad and critiques but also supporting documentation.  I think our company in 
Melbourne is very much about a theatre company trying to tell stories really well in a 
theatrical, good metaphors and all that kind of stuff.  In a way we’re not psychodrama 
as much.  The group is very much a bunch of artists versus other companies I know 
which have psychologists or psychiatrists or social workers or teachers or counsellors 
who are in play back.   I feel I have only just tipped the iceberg in terms of that. 
 
S My background is as an actor, so I came to it more as a performer but being 
part of that community, you do come across psychodrama because of the link that 
Jonathon Fox had in terms of creating that but ultimately it is a form of theatre.  It has 
to work theatrically.  But I think there in the broadest sense of the term a therapeutic 
approach to it in terms of every week you get to work on your own and each other’s 
stories and get to witness that - which is wonderful. 
 
So is there anything else that is sitting there that you want to talk about or anything 
that has been triggered out of this? 
 
T No, I think that’s probably it I think. 
 
S Would you do another solo autobiographical based show? 
 
T Maybe but I don’t know what it would be yet.  I suppose if the impulse took 
me, yes.  There is probably a lot of learning that I would take from this experience into 
that for sure.  I won’t say never but at the moment I don’t have that impulse or a new  
 
idea that is based on anything else autobiographical.   It’s more adaptation or even 
completely new fresh ideas from the root of my imagination. 
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S This story was in some ways about your work but it was a relationship story.  
As every story is.  Maybe down the track when there is another key relationship in 
your life… 
 
T Maybe, maybe.  Maybe about being in a relationship with my father I don’t 
know but this has felt right for where I am at now and I think it has been a great 
privilege to continue to perform it and show case ourselves but now I am quite keen to 
get on an open a new chapter.  I don’t want to be know as the guy who does the 
Beekeeper play. 
 
S (Laughs)…. I think on that note.  Thank you Tim. 
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David Page sent the following written responses to my questions about his show 
‘Page 8’ (5.8.11) 
 
S When did you first become interested in using your own life experiences and 
stories as content for performance? 
 
D My brother Stephen was the 2004 Artistic director for the Adelaide Festival 
and he wanted to feature a collection of one-man shows staring indigenous actors. Neil 
Armfield at the time came on board to direct David Gulpilil, which was the only one-
man show, featured at the Adelaide Festival. Neil then took the idea and presented Life 
Times 3 at Belvoir Street Theatre in Sydney later that year with 3 indigenous men 
presenting their life stories. I was invited to be part of this series.  
 
S What was it that inspired you to do it? 
 
D I was very reluctant to do it at first thinking my life was not that interesting 
enough then after some time and thought about my past, I realised my life was full of 
stories and especially people who made my life interesting, my family. 
 
S How do you decide to tell some stories and experiences and not others? 
 
D There ended up being hundreds of different stories to tell. Louis Nowra was 
the selected writer to help write the stage play. We got together each week and sorted 
through every story I told and selected the best one’s that would gel together. He then 
mapped them to create a path easy enough for audiences to follow. 
 
S Tell me about the experience of performing your first show? 
 
D I was very nervous. You see, I only had a 3-week rehearsal period, due to 
illness my first rehearsal week was cancelled. So opening night was a big ask. 
Beginners call, “Mr Page this is your call to the stage” I was already waiting at stage 
entrance thinking what the f*#k am I doing here. I started praying to all my relatives 
who had passed over. My brothers my aunties, uncles, grandparents, suddenly the lights 
went out audience went silent, that was my cue to walk to centre stage. There was no 
turning back now. I walked to my mark looked up into the darkness and said my first 
line. The show went so fast; I don’t remember most of it. 
 
D What encouraged/ inspired you to create more autobiographically based 
shows? 
 
I’ve only done this one. It was very successful I went on to tour Australia, England and 
New Zealand. I performed “Page 8” for 7 years and there is interest more touring and a 
movie version. 
 
S What is your process for creating your performances/shows? 
 
D With “PAGE 8” we used a video camera to recording myself remembering 
and telling hundreds of stories. I received a super 8 video camera as a Christmas gift 
when I was 15. I had a huge collection and utilized the “super 8” footage in my show 
and reflected from them in my stage performance. 
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S How does the process of creating the show/performance affect you? 
 
D I really enjoyed exploring my past life. There were so many things that 
happened to me. As a child, a teenager to becoming an adult it was like going to see a 
psychiatrist. Revisiting my childhood and remembering the stories of my family really 
made me more determined to create “PAGE 8”  
 
S How does the process of telling/performing personal stories to an audience 
affect you? 
 
D After each performance I would feel very happy and energised. I am very 
fortunate that because the show embraced family values and addressed problems and 
family fortunes, most of time I was satisfied with a large audience reaction. 
 
S Do you think it’s important for audiences to experience this particular genre of 
storytelling/performance and why? 
 
D I think it’s very important because the audience gets to reflect on their own 
experiences. People would come up to me after every show and exchange their own 
family stories. People come to the theatre to reflect, so it’s not about you really. If the 
audience walk away feeling satisfied, then you’ve done your job. 
 
S How does performing autobiographical material different and/or similar to 
acting/performing in a play? 
 
D It’s all about your life so no one else can tell it better. You go there to that 
place. You can smell that country you’re talking about. You can see the person you’re 
talking to. You can return to the time of events your expressing. You can hear the 
people telling you the stories. 
 
S Who are the performers/storytellers that you admire and why? 
 
D I love Bette Midler. She can tell a great story while belting out a song. 
Geoffrey Rush is beautiful to watch -he really goes there. Ernie Dingo, Bob Maza and 
Deb Mailman are very good performers and storytellers that I look up to and respect. 
 
S What did you learn from the experience of creating and performing this show? 
 
D I became more self-assured and learnt more about the direction of my work. 
After a tour, I was more relaxed in my approach to my music work and also realising 
and embracing myself getting older and mature but not losing my identity of where I 
come from and who I am. 
 
S How did your family and relatives respond to the play? 
 
D The first time I performed “PAGE 8” in front of my home crowd, which 
family made up 80% of the audience, it was amazing. They knew the story. They 
understood the journey and couldn’t help but interact with me from their seats. The 
running time for this show is 1 hour 35 minutes, this one went for 2 hours. 
 
S Looking back, how do you see yourself at this particular time? 
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D I was young and naïve, determined to succeed but not sure of where I was 
going. Now I’m more focused, daring, mature and happy, I’ve embraced my purpose in 
life by making sure I plan the rest of my life with care and lots of love and laughter. 
 
S Are you comfortable about using your own life to create the 
script/performance? 
 
D Yes, I would not have continued to do it if I didn’t feel comfortable. I realised 
after we finished the first script there were so many stories I wanted to include but 
couldn’t because of the length of the stage play. Maybe I should do another one. 
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Paul Capsis – interview with Steve Matthews 11.8.11 
 
S: So this is Thursday 11 August 2011 
 
P: They are all significant numbers so I better go and buy a Lotto ticket after this. 
 
S:  I am interviewing Paul Capsis, who has kindly given me time out of his busy 
schedule and I am talking to him about the production Angela’s Kitchen, which I saw at 
Griffin last year, and I still have very strong memories of this performance. 
 
I am interested in what inspired you or why did you choose using your own life story 
and experiences of your family as a basis for a piece of theatre. 
 
P:  Very good question.  Firstly, I didn’t actually come up with the idea and I resisted 
the idea.   I was approached by the director, Julian Merrick.  I was in Melbourne doing 
the Rocky Horror Show and I had done 7 months in Sydney and it was the longest fully 
paid work I had ever done.  It was a year.  A contract and never done it in my life and a 
month into the Sydney run I thought Oh My God what have I done.  It was exhausting 
and I was only there for a couple of weeks and I got a card from Julian and the card 
came from Sydney, forwarded from my home.  A beautiful card, I’ve still got it and it’s 
a beautiful painting and inside there was a letter from Julian basically saying I’ve had 
an idea I think it would be a for you to do a show about your Grandmother, about her 
and her life in Malta and Australia. 
 
S:   So Julian is a friend? 
 
P:  Julian is one of the oldest friends I have. I met him in 1988 and I first met him in 
1987 I was doing an Australian show called ‘Pocketful of Hula Dreams’ which Hilary Bell 
wrote and there’s the connection.  Julian was friends with a director David Foster and 
Julian saw this performance.  I was playing three comic roles.  I was playing a surfing 
God and a Greek boy dag and the boy’s Grandmother.  This is all Hilary she had written 
all the songs everything and we were performing in this tiny café in the City.  Pastels.  I 
never forget meeting Julian as he was incredibly tall, very pale and had a very strong 
English accent.  An academic very Oxford sort of accent and he said to me “You are a 
very strong performer and it’s rare to see strong male performers in Australia.   I am 
forming a company doing some work and I would really like you to join us at some 
stage.”  So I remember thinking Wow, because no one had ever said anything like that 
to me before and then it was a year later and they were doing Luke Devinish ‘Grace 
Among the Christians’ with a group of young performers, we were all around the same 
age, 20’s, and this was being at the Griffin, called the Stables then, which had the 
history of the original Nimrod.  I loved all that.   
 
 I started working with Julian and his company and I had never experienced anything 
like it in terms of the director having a very strong sense of well basically creating a 
very strong sense of a world for actors. Julian’s thing at the time was to nurture 
Australian writing and that was the main basis of the company and also to create a 
very original style of performing so it was very out there in terms of how he worked we  
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did half a day of yoga, an intense yoga I remember it being really painful and then we 
would spend the rest of the day doing a lot of exercises and we then wouldn’t look at 
the script, wouldn’t look at the work until quite close to the run.   So, he created this 
whole world.  So, I worked with Julian for about 5 years and we did a number of 
shows.  We did ‘Grace Among the Christians’, we did ‘St Rose of Lima’, and we did a 
couple of Lorca plays, mainly they were Luke Devinish plays and the last one I did with 
them was ‘Fun and Games’ with ‘The Orestia’ and I think this was 1993.   Obviously, 
Julian is a dear friend and his partner, Louise, was the designer of those shows.   
 
So, I get this letter.   I think it would be great to do a show about your Grandmother.  
Now my Grandmother passed away on 4th August 2007 and I got this card in around 
August 2008.  So it was about a year.  I read it and I thought wow it would be a great 
idea but I can’t do it, because I was still grief stricken about my grandmother because 
she raised me.   I mean my Grandmother was my Mother, really.  Even though she 
wasn’t my Mother she was my maternal Grandmother.  I was everywhere, you know 
it’s in the show I was everywhere with her.  So I rang Julian and said, “Look, thank you 
for your card, it’s beautiful I was really moved but I think it’s too soon.”  And he said 
“Well, it’s always going to be up to you if you want to do it.  It’s up to you entirely” He 
said, “You might consider doing a workshop and at the end of the workshop you might 
say, “I can’t do this.”   You might even say to me after the first day of the workshop  “I 
can’t do this.”  But he said,  “Have a serious think about it".   But I want to put it to you 
that if we do it and at any stage you say, “I have to stop, it’s too much.” Then we stop.”   
He said “My idea is that I want to do a piece of theatre that comes from you so it’s 
your voice it’s essentially your writing.    I would approach Griffin for funding, because 
of what Griffin do, in terms of what they do with Australian writing and they are the 
one major company in Australia that really focuses on nurturing this.”  He said   “With 
your permission I would still like to go and approach them about the idea if they are 
interested in funding.   
 
S:  So he was incredibly respectful and created a real sense of safety for you to even 
proceed with this. 
 
P:   Yes and Julian knows of an experience I had with a director, where my name wasn’t 
credited. And even though I confronted this director and the company we were 
working with about this mistake, it was never rectified.    And the person I had 
managing me at the time basically was lazy and couldn’t be bothered to rectify it either 
on my behalf.    So, Julian was very aware of what had happened and was angry about 
the fact that I wasn’t credited for the work.   So he was also very adamant with me 
that, that would not happen and I would be credited because it’s my story that I would 
take most of the credit for even though he is really pushing me to do this thing. Also, I 
have to let you know, Julian had met my Grandmother.   
 
S: Ok- and had Hilary met your Grandmother as well? 
 
P:  No. Hilary had met my mother, but not my Grandmother.  Although, I think my 
Grandmother went to one of Hilary’s shows.  In fact, she may have gone to see the 
musical but I think it was my Mum and her siblings that went.    
 
 
  
295 
S:   So you decided to go ahead. 
 
P: I did eventually.  Three months later I decided to do it and a lot of it had to do with 
Julian’s idea and the fact he had met my Grandmother and they had talked about the 
War because he told her that he was born in England and my Father lived through the 
war.  There was that whole Malta thing and she talked about the air raids and what it 
was like to be in Malta and then coming to Australia and how hard it was to come 
here, to leave her home.   So three months after I rang Julian and I said “You know 
what, I feel it will be a hard thing” and he said, “it would be hard because of what you 
are dealing with.  I won’t lie to you and say to you it won’t be a difficult thing to 
confront.  It will be.”  I said to him,  “Look, I think to honour her spirit..” 
 
S:   It would be good to come back at some point and I don’t want to interrupt the flow 
but if would be great if you could express some of those difficulties.. 
 
P:   Well you know…to me it was just too early.   I missed her so much.  I thought I 
know what’s going to happen.  I am going to be on the stage and it’s going to affect 
me.  Because it’s personal!   Which, I had never really ever…. 
 
S:   Right.  You have pre-empted one of my questions. 
 
P:   So basically I said yes. 
 
S:  OK. So you are over the line as far as starting to work on it and there is a recognition 
that it is going to be difficult…what happens next? 
 
P:    Well then Griffin says, “We want it”.   That’s the other thing that happened.    So 
after that Julian went away and said Paul wants to do it ….. 
 
S:   So there was a certain synchronicity around everything. 
 
P:  Oh it was incredible. 
 
S:   A kind of lining up. I am really interested in the actual creative process and how you 
know did you get to where you got to as far as that final performance and where did 
you start. 
 
P:   Well, mid 2009 was when we actually started the work.  Julian had given me things 
to think about.  Things to collect, things to collate.  He gave me a list of things to do.  
Things to think about.  Julian is a wonderful person he doesn’t.. he just knows about 
that pressure.  He didn’t want to give me a pressure that would make me go “I don’t 
want to do this.”   So, he said to me “We have been given a week.  Griffin are giving us 
money to get together for a solid week, where we work all day and I will have various 
processes that I will ask you to do during the day and it is very gentle, but I will need 
you to do this.”  One of them was think about my Grandmother, think about my 
relationship with her, my life with her.  Malta.  My experience of Malta.  The stories of 
Malta.   Photographs and anything that I can bring into the workshop and that will 
assist me in remembering.   Of course, I had things put away of my Grandmothers.   
 
  
296 
Things that she had, things that I wanted after her passing.  Photographs.   So my 
Mother and I were under a lot of strain with lawyers and mediation and it was a 
terrible time.   Which got in the way of my grieving as well as it happened immediately 
after her death.  When she was diagnosed with stage four lung cancer, I was in New 
York working and I had only been there two weeks and I got the phone call and then I 
had a real difficulty getting the producers to let me out of the contract to see my 
Grandmother.    I had a major battle.  
 
S:  This was in the show wasn’t it? 
 
P:   Yea.  But I don’t go into too much detail, which is an interesting thing when we 
return to it because you know we are doing it next year.  People wanted to come and 
couldn’t get in because it’s a tiny theatre.  So they want to do a month return for the 
people who didn’t see it.  I still meet people all the time who say, “I really wanted to 
see your play about your Grandmother.”  Or “I saw it and told my friends but they 
couldn’t come.”   Now I say “Well it’s actually coming back and it’s doing a tour” We 
are considering re-looking at these darker aspects of it, which I couldn’t go there when 
we did it.  I felt where we went with it was enough and was focused on my 
Grandmother and my relationship with her and Malta. 
 
S:  At this first workshop, you’ve chosen some particular objects, photographs… 
 
P:    I took in her original pot that she brought from Malta.  An aluminium cooking pot 
which I’ve know my whole life in the kitchen.  I brought in her crocheted blanket she 
used to rest her arm on in the  
kitchen.   I brought in various objects and her glasses, lots of photos, photos of Malta.  
I brought in quite a lot.  And they sat on a table.   What would happen was that Julian 
would put me through various meditations I call them, where I would close my eyes 
and Julian recorded everything.   Audio.  And he would just record my stream of 
consciousness.  With my eyes closed and he would say “Remember Angela.  Describe 
Angela.   
 
S:  He facilitated the process of creating the script? 
 
P:   Absolutely.  This would not have happened without Julian.   I didn’t write it and go 
“Julian I have a piece I want you to direct”   
 
S:  Because that’s another approach. 
 
P:  But the interesting thing was because of the legal stuff that was happening I had to 
write out an affidavit and I took the lawyers words literally when he said “Tell me as 
much as you can about your life with your Grandmother.”   
 
S:   So you did have.. 
 
P:  I had a book. It was a book. I just went crazy nuts and go and sit in a coffee shop 
and handwrite pages and pages and pages of things.  A lot of it was because of all the 
stuff coming up with the family and I have a very good memory.  I have kept a diary  
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since I was 18 years old.   And when I handed it to the lawyer he said, “ this is the most 
detailed  
affidavit I have ever read.”    I said, “Well you did ask me.”  He said “But when you ask 
people to do it they never do this much - they only give you a line.” 
 
S:  So you had done this before the workshop? 
 
P   All of it was focused on my life with my Grandmother here in Australia and my 
relationship because I literally had to defend myself and say, “These are the things I 
did with my Grandmother.   This is what our connection was.”  Because it came up that 
it was not the case.   So I was in this frame of mind and I remember when it came to do 
the workshop I was under a lot of strain and really very angry.  I was very sad because I 
was still grieving and in a battle with my family.  Julian was aware of it.  So the weight 
of having to do the workshop was huge.  I wanted all this to stop.   Interestingly 
enough,  
the week of Julian working with me and getting me to do these exercises and memory 
exercises, visualizations, meditations …at the end of it I felt light.   I felt the burden of 
what I was carrying.  I wasn’t just defending myself I was defending my Mum.  I had to 
also help her in her defence.   
 
S:  Could we even say that in some ways this piece kind of emerged in defence of that 
whole situation with these legal issues? 
 
P:   I think in a way that was part of the reason I said yes to Julian because I needed to 
reclaim my relationship with my Grandmother because it had been demonized and 
sullied by relatives, which I called the Mythical Family, and Julian used that in the play 
because he went Oh..I had written a poem.  I had done all this stuff for myself in the 
healing.  When I was in Melbourne doing the Rocky Horror Show, because I wasn’t 
coping what was happening with the family, it made me quite depressed. I had a really 
good relationship with them all and I was painting and I was writing poems just for me, 
to exorcise this evil that was happening this attack and rejection with my family, 
immediately after my Grandmother’s death.   I felt that my grieving was also 
interrupted because instead of us coming together as a family and grieving, my Mother 
and I had to battle.  We had to go into battle to defend ourselves. Julian understood all 
of this so he was very careful and I thought I was going to be crying all the time and be 
an emotional wreck but because of the gentle way he did it, I came out of it lighter.  It 
was very cathartic.   But the reality was…. there was one day I remember, I had to mail 
or fax something to the lawyer immediately, now, today.  So that’s the reality of what 
was going on outside. 
 
S:  At the end of that week, is there anything else in terms of the process.  I am getting 
the picture now of how you end up with working with these objects…. 
 
P:  The most difficult thing he asked me to do was to create the kitchen table.   I want 
you to be all your family.    I want you, just as an exercise to create a scenario you 
remember of when you were a 12 year old or and 11 year old.   Your brother is there, 
your Mother is there, your Aunty, your Grandfather and your Grandmother. 
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S:   So you went into the different roles? 
 
P:  Julian set up the table with the chairs and he said…where would your Grandfather 
sit…. I said always here.   Where was your Grandmother?  Never sat down.   Where is 
your brother?   And do you know what I went into it, Julian recorded it and pretty 
much word for word, that improvisation, is what ended up in the play. 
 
S:   This is very similar to a technique called psycho-drama where you work with a 
facilitator where they say we will put up the environment and where were they sitting 
and you go over there and you become… 
 
P  I don’t know about that. Julian might. 
 
S  It was a technique developed by Dr Moreno in the 1930’s, in America.   He was a 
medical doctor as well as a theatre director and he worked with actors not only in a 
creative way but also in a therapeutic way.  So what I am hearing is this combination of 
those two processes 
 
P:  Was this doctor also doing it as therapy?   Away from theatre? 
 
S   Yes- it’s called psychodrama.  It’s a completely valid form of therapy. 
 
P   I’ve heard of psychotherapy. Is there a difference? 
 
S:  There is a difference. 
 
P:  Do you know I worked with a director, who I also won’t name, who used his study 
of psychotherapy to create work?   But I felt it was very damaging. 
 
S:  But the context here is different.   It doesn’t matter what label you put on it, he was 
probably just working creatively.  Very instinctively and incredibly respectfully from 
what I am hearing. 
 
P  You talking about Julian? 
 
S   Yes Julian 
 
P:  Oh yes.    Julian was all about creating the work whereas the guy I worked with who 
was a psychotherapist ….who became a director, used it also but he used the 
psychotherapy …he would kind of attack. And use it against each of us performers.   I 
remember it was a group of 12 against each other. 
 
S   Let’s not get sidetracked into that.  What I think is interesting in the conversation is 
that because you have mentioned several times that it was cathartic. I think this is 
interesting as I have talked to different performers who have worked on 
autobiographical shows there is some sort of healing that takes place or because you 
are working with some kind of knot in the relationship either with your father or  
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whoever the subject is. You are working something out in the process of telling the 
story.  Did you find that? 
 
P:  Yes.  With my Grandfather, who was the big scary figure in the family.  My Mum, 
my Aunty and my brother.  And it was interesting when I did it. I don’t remember what 
happened after workshopping the kitchen thing.  I went into it and I don’t know how I 
stopped or how I went…. I just remember being my grandmother and being my 
brother and my mum and then my aunty…and I forgot about Julian!!  I forgot about 
Julian and I forgot about everything.    I don’t know how long it went for and I don’t 
know how it stopped.     It just came out and thought Julian won’t use that.   That was 
just a mumble, just a jumble of words and voices. But then he goes to me  “Here it is.  
Exactly as you did it.  I didn’t have to edit or you did it like a script.” 
 
S What interests me and may interest you, is having related that experience in the 
workshop and then doing it word for word in the performance and you said you were 
totally in the moment. How was it different when you performed it? 
 
P:   Really hard.   Really hard. 
 
S:   What was hard about it? 
 
P:   I had to learn it!   
 
S:  So there was a process from here to there. That’s interesting.  Let’s look at that.  
There is this spontaneous thing, you are completely in the moment, you can’t 
remember a thing.  Then, how did you get it back..? 
 
P:   Yes it was hard.  I remember the whole thing being hard.  Then having to learn all 
my stuff.  Like stuff that I just vomited out, I mean I just sat there with my eyes closed 
and he’d say to me “Your first time in Malta.  Before you land.  What was it like on the 
plane,  
knowing you were getting close.”   Because I have a vivid memory of that identification 
of that’s Malta?!!!  “You mean we’re going to land on that?   No!!  No, it can’t be.  That 
can’t be it.  I know it’s small but that cannot be the island.”  Then I come out and all 
this stuff happened, immediately there was man at the airport who was the spitting 
image of my grandfather who had passed away, ten years before.   There is a man who 
dressed, looked, everything like him!  That was the first thing I remember coming out 
of customs.  It was like a sort of spiritual guide going “Welcome” 
 
S:   So did it surprise you the accuracy and the just how much you remembered and 
that it was all just there and flooded out like this? 
 
P:   Yea.  I guess because I hadn’t really…. the last time I was in Malta was in 96 and the 
first time 86.   I hadn’t really looked at the stuff but I know that I was very obsessed 
with it for a long time as a kid in particular.  Going there was a very great…I was the 
first to go back and it gave great pride to my Grandmother.  My Grandfather was gone 
but my Grandmother, the two times I went, she was incredibly proud.  Although she  
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was afraid of travel and flying she never went back but because I went there and I 
could talk to her about what I saw and the photos, for her it brought it back.   
 
S:  So let’s just look at the rest of the process.  You’ve done that week, Julian works on 
that, shapes it.  Does he create the script then? 
 
P:  What he did was, he took the tape and he transposed everything so he had it in 
front of him on paper.  I don’t know how much.  Then he began to shape it. He is so 
smart.  He then said OK we’ve got postcards and he called them Post cards in the 
workshop.  Ok that’s your first time in Malta. 
 
S:  So he was giving it a structure.    Now where did Hilary come in? 
 
P:  That was later after he transposed it and after he started to shape and work then 
he went to Hilary to say “Ok, these are the structures I have created.  The postcards, 
the personal, the kitchen table, and the various other shapes.  How do we make this?”  
He said to Hilary “It has to be Paul.  It has to be his voice, his words.  The construction 
of the sentences.”  Julian fixed things in terms of repetition, and sense of structure in 
terms of sentences and. 
 
S:   He was like a dramaturg in a way? 
 
P:  He took what I said and shaped everything. 
 
S:  Where you also working with him and Hilary during this process?   
 
P:  No 
 
S:  So they took it and it came back to you after it had gone through this process… 
 
P:   Then it started to come back and then I looked at things and he said “OK you have 
to put a line through what you will absolutely not say and do not want in the piece and 
also anything incorrect, spelling or we’ve got a name wrong.” So that was a process I 
had to do on my own and there were lots of things I didn’t want in there.   Very 
personal, that I did in the workshop…stuff about my Mum Dad, their relationship.  
They are living.  I said “No” I also made the decision, I said to Julian that I did not want 
any of Mum’s siblings or any of my cousins’ names mentioned.  Personal…. I don’t 
want to say their name.     
 
S:   In a way you were narrowing it down to really about you and your grandmother.  
There were other characters… 
 
P:   Julian said to me “My interest is your Grandmother, Malta and your relationship to 
her and Malta.  I don’t have a problem with that.  That’s your choice.  That’s fine.”   
That process happened over a very long time.   A year, since the workshop.   In 2010, I 
think I was in Melbourne doing something…’The Threepenny Opera’ and Julian said, “it 
would be really good, I will fly Hilary up, and you sit down and read.  We do a reading 
with the structure that we’ve got.”  I read it and it was really interesting.  I was in such  
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a zone, because I had been working.  I read it through.  I wasn’t affected, I was, but I 
kept it together.    
 
S:  So you had a bit more distance.    
 
P:  Yes. Something was going on inside me, I don’t know, because also we had more of 
the battle with the family kept going on so I must have built some inner strength or 
something.  I remember Hilary and Louise were quite affected by it and Louise and 
Julian’s son, Vincent was present and there was a little bit of swearing.  I sit around the 
table.  Vincent-  No, he’s cool. He sat there and listened as well.  It was interesting for 
me having him there at the table because I was reading about myself as a child and he 
was there.    
 
S:    This was a reading - not an acting out? 
 
P:  No, reading it cold.  Julian said I don’t want you to put voice, do character.  I want a 
flat basic reading.  Which I always think is a great thing whenever you read a script 
with a company often people go into character pretty quick but this was really good to 
do flat.   That happened and Julian went “Is there anything else you don’t want in 
there?”  I went “Yes, this whole section, I want it to go, I don’t like it and don’t want to 
say that.”  So there was more work done and sentences and spelling of things…then 
we started talking about how it might be presented and Louise started talking about 
her design ideas.    Really simple.  Julian said “Bare. Bare. Bare.  If I can…minimal.”  
That’s Julian’s thing.  He doesn’t like lots of set design getting in the way. 
 
S:  But the set actually was simple but quite complex in the way. It transformed into 
different… 
 
P: Very clever and Julian constructed that with Louise.   I was surprised.  I 
thought there wouldn’t be as much but what happened was the objects were the 
things that helped me with memory.  So, we did that reading and a lot of work was 
done on that and I was given the script and we went into rehearsal and Julian set up a 
very simple…they got objects that matched my Grandmother’s original objects.  Louise 
didn’t want me to use the original objects for wear and tear, too personal and I was 
happy with that.  I didn’t really want them on the stage. Whilst we were rehearsing in 
Sydney, Louise constructed the cupboard.   So everything would go in and out and it 
was Julian wanting me to do a little bit of business while creating the story, telling the 
story.   I found it really hard because it was a lot of words and I think because I sing a 
lot more in my work and I had a bit to say on stage but never as much.  Only with 
music and lyrics. 
 
S That was a big change.  I have always known and seen you in the musical 
scene. 
 
P I’d been in theatre a bit with things to say but probably ‘All About My 
Mother’ was the biggest in a theatre production I have ever had to say. I didn’t sing in 
that production and I had a lot to say.  I had these chunks of monologues which I said 
direct to the audience which are hard because it is all that visualizing in your head and  
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you haven’t got anything to help.  A lot of the stuff was informative stuff about Malta 
and history.  I found that really difficult because I didn’t have anything to work with so 
I used the pot to remind me that that was the shelter or that was the air raid and the 
salt was the bomb.  That helped me.   
 
S  So you’ve just touched on this question.  You’ve talked about how different 
and difficult it was compared to other work. How did you approach this? Was it 
significantly different to how you would approach a play as such?  In terms of the 
acting process? 
 
P Well it’s interesting because once we had the script and went into the room, 
it was a script, even thought it had all came from me.  Now I had to learn it. 
 
S Did you feel like you were playing this character called Paul or were you 
playing yourself? 
 
P Well Julian had me work in a particular way especially with the postcards.  “In 
19… Malta” Because I am not used to that kind of story telling Julian would get me to 
do it in a particular way.  He would say to me “Less, less, less” Don’t make it more than 
it is. 
 
S Right - like exposition. 
 
P  Don’t romanticize it with your voice.  Just give it to us.  Straight.  Of course I 
think then when I became my Grandmother and all the other characters, those things 
then stand out. 
 
S He was getting distinctions around the different characters and the different 
roles in the story at this point.   Giving some exposition and some context. 
 
P: I think with all of that descriptive stuff he wants the audience to create it not 
me.  I am a performer, where I overextend, because of working with Barrie Kosky and 
the way I usually perform, is very exaggerated.  So here I was being asked to “I am 
looking into the sky.  The beautiful immense, endless, endless blue Maltese sky and St 
Julia” I can’t do that I am just looking over there at a cupboard.  But, Julian wants it 
very straight and it worked.  Because people would say to me “Oh my God I was in 
Malta”. 
 
S This was really the process of creating the performance and we’ve got the 
inspiration of you creating it.  Tell me about, now you have rehearsed it. What I am 
interested in is… because what I am hearing is this process was emotionally very close 
to you - now it seems like the process is gradually becoming more objective. Now you 
have a script, being inside it, playing it as an actor. How was it getting in front of an 
audience for you? 
 
P: I need to go back a bit though.  When we got to the work of script, in the 
rehearsal period leading up to the performances.  Even though it was presented to me  
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as a script that was when I started to get. It was closer to the run when we were 
running it and I had learnt most of the dialogue, it was then moved from the technical  
side, which was the learning side, the I stand here side and Julian warned me that this 
could happen.  And it did.  I then broke down.  So I hadn’t had any of that until before 
we started running.  I just broke down and I had to stop and Julian would just, let it 
out.  It’s OK don’t fight it, don’t work against it, just let it be.   And it kept happening 
right up to previews.  In the space.  Because once the information was there again and 
I had it as a construct of theatre, this is not a character I am playing.  This is me, this is 
my life, this is my Grandmother.  I kind of, I had never really gone that personal.  The 
closest thing I had previously done before the play, was writing a song about her. Tim 
Freedman said to me years ago, “you should write songs Paul, write your own songs.  
You do everyone else’s.” I said but that is what I like to do.  Find songs I connect with 
and sing them.  But he said “But you have got your own stories.”  One of the songs we 
wrote together was Angela’s Sea.   Which was the first time in my work I had explored 
a personal.  Julian didn’t know anything about the song, by the way.  He didn’t know 
this song existed.    When I told him about it.  I said, “I like the idea you are not asking 
me to sing in this piece and that I am not doing what people expect of me.  But, do you 
think we should put the song in?”  He said “No. Absolutely not.  Because it’s in the 
play.  You don’t need….” Although I had fans say to me “Oh, you should have done that 
song at the end.”  No.  I do a bit of singing; I do the Maltese folk singing.  The thing 
Julian said to me is “You’re a successful cabaret performer who’s a character actor. 
Now you’ve got this other thing you do.  But really this is what your strength is”. I think 
it is an interesting point.  I like the two together.  I do like, singing, acting and I do get 
asked to do some pretty out-there stuff in terms of the singing and how I use my voice. 
But it is interesting with ‘Angela’s Kitchen’ and ‘All About my Mother’ which was the 
production I did just before ‘Angela’s Kitchen’, which is a non-singing comic role.  I had 
a great time.  So I can do that but this was.  It was hard.  Then with the audience there, 
it was like “I don’t want to tell anyone”. 
 
S: So you went through this quite difficult stage where it was really triggering…. 
 
P Yes, and I thought, “This is a disaster” This is what I was afraid of, I said to 
Julian “When you asked me about this piece this is the reason I told you I couldn’t do 
it.    Because this is happening.   How am I going to do this if this is going to happen to 
me every night? 
 
S How close to opening were you when this was going on? 
 
P Days.  In the space doing the tech.   Hilary was there and I broke down.  I 
remember one day I just broke down. Everyone was there. Everyone was there, Griffin 
theatre people, Hilary, everyone involved in the production.  Alistair, who did the 
music…and I just broke down. 
 
S Well it’s a huge … 
 
P I broke down at the table when I was doing the Bingo stuff.  No…. the stuff 
about being in the shelter.  And it took me ages to get it together. It just took forever. I 
was just there, sobbing on the table.  It was awful.  I thought Oh My God, this is full-on.  
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This is too much. Also I didn’t have any cover. Julian wanted no makeup. My 
grandmother never wore makeup. No big costume.    
 
S It was quite raw. 
 
P I am telling something about my family, my life.   Then it was part of me that 
went “Why are you doing this? “  This is crazy huh? 
 
S: I understand. I am in the same process. 
 
P It was like “Why?  Why?”  
 
S: What did you come up with?   
 
P: Because I know my Grandmother was very private she only talked about her 
life to us.  Family.  I never heard her talk…. she would talk to people about the war and 
the bombs and the air raids…. but the other stuff about women and men and money 
and work ethics and all those sorts of things…. my Greek Grandmother was the same.  
My Dad’s Mum.    
 
S Had you asked yourself what she would think about you doing this? 
 
P I did.   And part of me thought I don’t think she would approve. 
 
S Do you feel that now? 
 
P No.  Because of what happened with the people who came. But I think what I 
think she would be very moved and proud is that …because I wanted to honour her. 
 
S Well you absolutely did that. There’s no question about that. 
 
P In that respect. She would say “Oh look, it’s like Paul telling....as if I had 
children. I am telling my children like she used to tell me about her stories.  But I was 
one of these kids who was obsessed with her stories.  I never left her alone.  I always 
remember going “Tell me about the war again, Nan” and I would sit there and she 
would go “Ohhh….” And then she would tell me.  But I loved her stories so much 
because she would tell me about the poverty.  That was the other thing she talked to 
me a lot about how poor they were.   As a kid I was so trying to understand this thing.  
Because we were raised like we were living in the Depression. Here I was a kid, born in 
the 60s, growing up in the 70s, teenager in the late 70’s, doing my HSC and I couldn’t 
understand why we were living the way we were.  Because I knew other people 
weren’t doing that.   Couldn’t turn the light on.   Don’t open the fridge.  Don’t let the 
water tap run.   We grew up thinking- well everything is there, what’s the problem?  
Because you don’t know what it is like to have nothing.  That was her comment. You 
don’t know what it’s like to have no electricity, no water, no food and so I would 
always obsessively want to know and then as I got older even more so.  Like “Tell me 
about your Mum, your Dad.  How did he die and what happened to him and why did 
this happen to your sisters?  Why did so many of them die?”   I constantly bugged her 
about her life. 
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S It’s interesting that you’ve ended up being a storyteller, because you have 
this passion for story. 
 
P But I was always the listener.  I had the exact same thing with my Dad’s Mum.   
I come from a family of people telling ME their stories.  My Mum and my Dad are the 
same and my Dad’s Mum and my Mum’s Mum.  It’s interesting that it doesn’t go the 
other way round. 
 
S Well it does now, because you’re there telling… 
 
P But not to them.  To people I don’t know.  That in my family is a bit…because 
I was worried about my Mum and my Father in terms of how they would respond to 
the play.  I was very nervous when they were in the audience.  More so my Mum 
because of how she comes across as absent, I suppose to a degree because the play 
focuses on when I was a kid mainly with my grandmother. 
 
S Did you give them any pre –warning or did you just say “Come to the show?” 
 
P I warned my Mum ….I said I talk about Nan a lot, the past.  I expected her to 
go “Why are you doing that” because she’s a very private person and doesn’t like 
telling anyone anything about herself or about anything in her life. She was like that 
before but now she is really bad in terms of what happened with her siblings.  We 
don’t speak to them anymore.   Haven’t spoken to them since my grandmother 
passed.     
 
S This is quite a huge thing, considering they are part of her story and being 
part of your family story and now to be on a public stage in Sydney.  Talk to me about 
the first night. Ok. you are still a bit raw, but you have hung in there. You have enough 
trust with Julian and the team and yourself. 
 
P I suppose once we had an audience.  My technical nerves took over so the 
personal stuff didn’t really come in.  But opening night was really difficult for me 
because Mum was there.   Because I’m telling her story, my story, the story she knows.  
Even conjuring up my grandmother for her, because it was a big thing for her to lose 
her mother.  She couldn’t go to the funeral.  She didn’t really deal with it.  Couldn’t 
deal with it. 
 
S: So it was a big night for both of you. 
 
P Everyone in the audience who knew Mum was there, were worrying about 
her.  But Julian said to me “I’m going to have your Mum sit next to me. My own 
mother would find aspects of the production that they’d clutch onto and others that 
they let go.”  I thought about that.  It’s interesting because my Mum has reacted to 
things she’s seen me do.  She’s come out with the most bizarre comments and. Like 
‘Head on’, which I found a very confronting film.  I was really nervous when my mother 
saw it.  She came out with “That was lovely”!   I said “Mum, what did you go and see?   
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What film?”  She goes “No, it was lovely.” In the film I am being bashed on the screen 
and Alex is having multiple sex with strangers in alleyways and she comes out with “It  
was lovely”. I thought, maybe, maybe, maybe. She didn’t comment, she made no 
comment for days, she said nothing.  I think it was the fourth day after the opening I 
said, “So Mum what do you think?”  She went “Brought up a lot of memories.  It was 
hard, emotional, but truth.”   That’s all she said.  That was it.  She came once more 
later in the season and I don’t know whether she sat there and took more in or 
disconnected. I don’t know what happened but on the last night of the show, Mum 
was backstage and this woman walked into the dressing room and she just sobbed. My 
Mum was standing next to her and was comforting her. This young Maltese young 
woman couldn’t speak because it brought up her Grandmother. That was the thing 
that happened. I did have some really difficult shows in the run.   Where there were a 
lot of Maltese and there were people her age who knew my Grandmother and they sat 
in the front. That was hard. 
 
S That’s pretty amazing for them to come. 
 
P That in itself affects me. That they were there. It made my heart break before 
I said a word.  I saw them and went huh; like this is getting too much cos she knew 
these people and I am going to be her.  Her sister came - that was also hard.  Her 
sister, and my Mum’s cousins, my second cousins. Not all of them but a number of 
them came. They sat very quiet. It was hard. And it was a long run!  But I have to say it 
was hard but it was also quite extraordinary because I just never imagined what would 
happen. I had no clue. I was the one saying at the meetings “Why are we doing a six-
week run? Who’s going to come to this play?  Who wants to hear this story?  Why such 
a long run? Why can’t we do three or four weeks maximum?”  I was the one who 
doubted.  It was me. 
 
S Reflecting back then, we have focused on the genre of autobiography-based 
shows.  Do you now see them differently? What do you see is the value of them? 
 
P Well, ‘value’ is a good word because I realized what Julian had seen all long 
that I hadn’t, was the fact that this is an Australian story.  Quintessentially, an 
Australian experience.  So many people have had this experience but it is hardly 
reflected in theatre in film.  We have still yet to tell these stories in a bigger way.  We 
are still obsessed with the desert, with crime and police corruption and hospitals or 
being ridiculously comical. Which is fine. Everything has its place. But in a way, aside 
from wanting to honour my grandmother, the other thing that really drove me to want 
to do was that I wanted to honour my culture, one side of my cultural background.   
Interesting thing about my father, when he came to the show, was that he never knew 
these stories.    He didn’t know that I could speak Maltese, my Dad.  So his one 
comment when I came out was “I didn’t know you could speak Maltese.”   He didn’t 
know the stories because it’s that thing where it is a one-way deal.   I’m your father, I 
will tell you about my stories as a kid growing up in Egypt and I will tell you about my 
experiences in Australia as a teenager growing up.    But it's not the other way around.    
The same with his mother. She would tell me about Egypt, and her sisters and Greece 
and all those things and I couldn’t get enough of the stories and the photographs.  I am 
obsessed with photos as well, The images. But, it was pretty extraordinary for my 
father.  That was the thing about the play I want to say is that I had a comfort as well,  
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whilst I was doing it because I could hear my Grandmother. I could hear her.  Doing her 
voice, brought her back.  I heard her again; I was in that house again.  She was around 
me. In a way, it got to the thing where I was exhausted by the end but I was dreading 
it. I thought, I have had her in my life. The play has brought her back. Brought my 
Grandfather back. There were people who came who knew them. All the Maltese who 
came and all the migrants who came, people connected to it, reacted to the play in 
such an emotional way. I couldn’t even begin to tell you. I was astonished. I couldn’t 
believe what was going on.  
 
So, value, value…that was the value and that for me was, that’s why it is important. 
That’s worth every single thing that has gone on.   Honouring my grandmother’s spirit, 
the connection to Malta and the identification people had with it.  Families would 
come, Mum, Dad, Nana, Grandpa, kids, generations sat in that theatre and watched. 
Maltese, Greek, Italian.  Irish. 
 
S In a way it takes us back to this basis and origin of theatre, which is really 
about telling stories, real stories. 
 
P Real stories, out stories.   I do see the value and I wouldn’t think twice now 
about doing something in a similar way.  
 
S That leads to another question. This is your first autobiographically based 
solo show.  Would you imagine doing another section of your life in five years? 
 
P I don’t know.  I often have people who say to me you should do a memoir. 
But I wouldn’t consider doing that until I am in my sixties, I think, depending on what’s 
going on with life and everything else, maybe.  I do remember a lot and I remember 
things and feelings and times.  I’m 47 and I feel I’ve lived a few lives in terms of where I 
am now and where I was 5 years ago, I’m a different person. A lot of that was 
informed…the death of my grandmother is a major, even though she was 89, it was a 
bit event for me because I was so attached to her and I lived close to her. I was in her 
life, deliberately- no matter what was going on in my work I kept that connection to 
her. It was a big priority.  If I was in a relationship, numero uno Nana. 
 
S Have you seen other autobiographically based performances or performers?   
Because it sounds like you came into this from quite a different style of theatre.   Have 
you seen other autobiographical solo shows? Ones you’ve liked or disliked?   
 
P I have to think about that.   I know a friend of mine, Toni Allaliannis, did a 
piece that she wrote with somebody.  I never saw it.  She is one of my closes friends 
but for whatever reason I was in another state and she came to see this and she was 
moved.  She said to me it reminded her of her piece and she’s Greek, Croatian.  She’s a 
big mix and she deals with that stuff in her piece.  I wish to God I’d seen it.  I remember 
very early on she got me to read some of it at her place well before she was even given 
any indication she would do it on stage and I remember bursting into tears not being 
able to continue reading because it was so personal and moving.  I still wish I could see  
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it.  I think she’s still trying to get it out there to tour. I’ve seen similar shows. I saw the 
Carrie Fisher show. I saw that just before we did ours. I came into rehearsal and said,  
 
“Carrie Fisher did this, Carrie Fisher did that, she had a blackboard.  Oh my God. the 
synchronicities.  Because Julian had the idea of the mythical family tree.  He had no 
idea about Carrie Fisher. I loved her show.   
 
S What did you love about it? 
 
P The revelation.  I loved the way she…she’s a comic genius.  Her stuff is always 
from the angle of comedy.  I think it is geared towards that direction.  Funny.  She finds 
the funny, mostly. 
 
S Do you think that’s a reaction to her condition, her bipolar, because there is a 
lot of pain there as well?   
 
P I guess so.  She’s not exclusively a comic because she’s done other things.  
The way she presented that work was let’s have a laugh.  I have seen other 
autobiographical shows.  A few of Judith Lucy’s shows.  Also, the funny.  Even when 
she was talking about her Mum’s funeral, she found the funny.   
 
S It’s interesting doing this research. On the one side there is the 
autobiographical storyteller and then on the other extreme is stand-up comedy.   But, 
there is a point in-between where they cross. I think there are more comedians now 
that are crossing over into the story telling and mixing it up. 
 
P Yeah. I don’t feel I have seen anything where I have laughed and then been 
moved to tears.  Carrie and Judith were always the funny.  You’re thinking, Oh My God 
I can’t believe we’re laughing because I come from my family, there ain’t no funny 
there.  It’s not in their tradition to laugh.  There is none of that.   I mean I could find it 
but I certainly wouldn’t want to do that in terms of my experiences I couldn’t do that.  I 
am not a stand up.  I’m not a comic.  There are comic elements.  I remember when I 
got to the end of the play and it started to turn and I could hear people crying and 
there were a few performances in the run where I was affected until I could barely get 
it out.   I just kept it together to the very end and then burst into tears at the very end.  
Because I felt I had to tell the story and I can’t let me emotions get in the way.  Even 
though these people are so close to me.  I remember there was a woman in the front 
row at one matinee and she looked like a relative of mine.  She sat in the front row.  
Her look was my family.  She started crying from the beginning when I was just starting 
the story telling.  Hadn’t even go to the other stuff!   I wasn’t anywhere near it and she 
sits there sniffing and I couldn’t miss her and I remember thinking, oh she’s doing that.  
You know what she was doing by the end?  She was like this…she was doubled over 
with her head in her hands.  I found it really difficult to get through the show because 
of her.  Found it really hard because it was so obvious and everyone was looking at her 
and then at the end she waited for me and her eyes were out here and I said, “You’re 
Maltese aren’t you”, and she said “ No I’m not. I’m Brazilian.” I said “but you were 
crying from the beginning.”  “It’s my mother’s story.” 
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S That’s powerful that this particular story also connected into something so 
fundamental and universal within every human being. I came to see it.  I’m from the 
North of England, I went on my own journey and with you and your grandmother but I  
was on a journey with myself and with my own relationship with my father and my 
relationship with my siblings.  Having being transported through 3 different cultures 
and 3 different countries. SO that’s also the power of this story. When we authentically 
reveal our own story it has to connect, in terms of other people’s personal stories. 
 
P That was the thing about the work.  The kinds of people who would come to 
see the show, the kind of reactions I’d get. It was very broad. It was huge. Very 
touching for me to meet Maltese fathers, grandfathers, grandmothers and for them to 
hear the Maltese and to get that kind of reaction- it blew me away. 
 
S We are going to wrap this up soon.  You have been very generous with your 
time.  Is there anything that you would like to add or some question I haven’t asked 
that will give me some more information about the creative process or you about how 
it affected you.  Is there anything else that you feel we haven’t covered? 
 
P No.  I think we’ve covered it all really.  Your questions I think cover every 
aspect of it. The values question was a really important one because I did go through 
that thing of why? Why me?  I always wanted someone else to do the Malta thing.  
 
S You wanted someone to tell you the story? 
 
P Yea, I relate to that.  But it was all because of Julian, really. 
 
S Julian seems a really key element. 
 
P It was the trust.  I am telling you now there wouldn’t have been another 
person, no matter how much I loved them.  If Barrie Kosky had asked me, I wouldn’t 
have gone there.  It was because it was Julian and because of my history with Julian.  
Because he had met my grandmother and how he approached me and how he talked 
to me about it and I knew I could trust him. 
 
S Also the level of skill in terms of being able to take what you gave him and 
shape it to some form and with Hilary’s input as well.    
 
P His passion for Australian work and for him to create our stories and also his 
passion for simply telling a story in theatre.   It was a combination of things and then 
there was also Louise.  I worked a lot with Louise in those early days with Julian and 
how she constructs a design and I had so many people rave about her cupboard and 
her design.  Oh My God I was in my grandmother’s kitchen again I was there.  It took 
me back.   It was a wonderful combination and then there was Hilary. Not only do I 
have a history with her but she is one of my dearest and closest friends and as is Julian 
and Louise.  So I have a history with these people. On the music side, Alistair was 
brought in because he is my accompanist and I know that Alistair works a lot in film 
and does film tracks and he is an incredible versatile musician in jazz and a most 
wonderful person. Best musician I have ever worked with in terms of beautiful heart,  
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integrity. So when Julian said we needed a musical aspect I said I would really like to 
ask Al, even though Maltese folk music is not his thing.    
 
S In a way you created a family of trust in terms of the team to actually do it. 
 
P And then there was the Griffin. The way they conducted themselves with 
myself and Julian. The way they were very mindful, careful in terms of this is not just a 
play, this is a play about… For me, it was like going into a bubble. The way they had the 
chair with some doilies and some photos of my Mum and family members in the foyer. 
The way they allowed the people to stay in the foyer, to talk.  I’ve worked in other big 
theatre companies and once the show is over the staff want to get home.   No hanging 
around, there’s no drinks.  So, for me it was an all round experience.  A healing 
experience.  Re-connecting with my past, my other self.  My non-performer self and 
my performer self. I think that’s what it did. If that makes any sense. 
 
S Absolutely.   
 
P And people embracing it. It opened up for me a whole other way of 
performing and presenting and also I have noticed since I did that in December of last 
year that I am able to speak publicly, less self-consciously because normally when I 
have to talk just as me, I find it really…I don’t like it. I haven’t like it. Because I want to 
be in a character. Or in a costume. I did something recently, in Melbourne at the 
Malthouse where the director wanted me in no costume, no make-up, just sing songs 
and I was fine with it. Whereas before, I would have said “I want a costume. I want a 
bit of white powder.  I want eyeliner.  I want to be something. I don’t want to be me 
standing there on the stage singing these songs.” I was able to do it because of the 
experience of being able to stand there for an hour and talk directly to an audience. 
 
S Paul, this has been a real pleasure. Thank you. 
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William Yang interviewed by Steve Matthews 13/8/11 
 
What inspired you to create your first performance piece using autobiographical 
material? 
 
I graduated in architecture from University of Queensland in 1969. I was never really 
interested in architecture but I was interested in theatre. As an undergraduate I wrote the 
architecture revue and when I came to Sydney, I dropped out and joined up with an 
experimental theatre group as the resident playwright but I couldn’t make a living as a 
playwright. I could take photographs and at some point, I decided to change to 
photography and become a freelance photographer and I found I could make a living 
from it, which I couldn’t do as a playwright. I did this for fifteen years. Actually, I 
wasn’t such a good photographer. I never learnt it- I just taught myself. You just worked 
out a way to take photos that people will pay money for. I suppose I did develop a skill 
as I survived. I got into what could be called social photography, eventually working for 
Mode magazine but I had been moving in that scene before that.  So I could earn a 
living 
 
So it was driven very much by survival? 
 
Yes that right- also freelance photography- I might do weddings, the works. I struggled 
away at it for fifteen years. I had some success- I had a very successful ‘coming out’ 
exhibition at the Australian Centre for Photography called Sydney Files in 1978. I 
probably took my best photos at this time and in the 80s.  because I was just more active 
as a person and totally engaged with the scene which I’m not now.  I bought out two 
books and I had many exhibitions. They seem to be the way of showing my art 
photographs as opposed to my bread and butter photographs. I didn’t make that 
distinction- I’m a ‘serious art photographer’ but I’m doing this for a living. I was 
photographing the Adelaide Festival in 1982–and this was the time of the storyteller, 
Spalding Gray. Ian de Gruchy, a multimedia artist, with 30 projectors, showed me how 
to project. I was staying in his studio, and all he needed to show was how to dissolve the 
slide from one projector to another using only two projectors. I haven’t advanced 
technologically from that. Later I got a format where I had a panorama – a long image. 
 
 
So what year was your first show? 
 
So this was 1982 in Adelaide and seeing Spalding Gray perform gave me permission to 
talk with the slides. I didn’t really have my first full length show until 1989. So I spent 
seven years pottering around – it was initially a hobby- I used to perform/practice in 
peoples living rooms and have parties and I would have a little show at home. Actually, 
this is the best way to get started doing this. I found out that I could talk with the slides 
– that was a natural process- rather just images and music. It was a combination of these 
three elements- talking, images and music. The first show in 1989 was at The 
Downstairs Belvoir St Theatre, called ‘The Face of Buddha’ and it was virtually nine 
short stories, nine photographic essays 
 
And were these autographically based? 
 
Yes 
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Why did you choose to tell stories from your own life? 
 
Some of them were social documentaries but the main thrust of them was 
autobiography- I’d got together these nine photo essay. I didn’t really know what I was 
doing. One was these dissolving faces - another one was some shots I took at Bondi- 
nature- two were a social roundup- like a blog of my social life, which I still do today. 
Maybe that would be interesting to revisit? One was about Australia Day- it had been 
the Bicentennial Year- that was audiovisual. And one about Stellarc- the performance 
artist- another on birds 
 
So these were your reflections on.. 
 
No, not so much reflections as journalism from a personal point of view. The most 
popular one was a piece about my family, which my mother had told me, called  'About 
my Mother'. All the elements were there in this one show. It was rough but everyone 
said that they liked the form of it. Oh, there was also one about a trip I took to Uluru. I 
hit on the format. The personal story tied it all together- this was very important- me 
talking. In this first show, I also had stage effects- different lighting and I moved around 
the stage.. 
 
Trying to be creative about it.. 
     
Yes, as people had advised me- don’t let the audience get bored. But I quickly realised 
that was unnecessary and, in fact, it was a distraction. People just wanted to hear you 
talk- and the purer you could get the elements, the more successful it was. And it just 
went on from there. And the story of my family was the one that people associated with 
me as being right for me. I had been bought up as an Australian-Chinese. As an 
Australian really. It was all about a process of me finding my own identity. In a larger 
sense, that’s an important thread in all my work. In fact this was what it was all about- 
about being marginalised. I don’t think there was anything about being gay in this first 
piece- not overtly gay. 
 
Why do think people resonated with the piece about your mother and your family – 
about you identity? 
 
I don’t think people had heard a piece about being Chinese- Australian before. There 
was a Chinese in every restaurant in every town in Australia, but I don’t think they had 
heard a story about a Chinese person and my story was particularly interesting, as my 
uncle had been murdered. It was a time, the 1990s, when the marginalised ethnic 
minorities were claiming their identity. It was the time of ‘Wogs out of Work’. The 
Greeks and Italians were claiming it. I think I was the first- performatively- to claim a 
Chinese-Australian identity. There had been books written before but I’m pretty sure I 
was the first performance person to do it.  At the time I didn’t realise this and I probably 
would have milked it a bit more, if I had known. In the same year, I went over to China 
and did a piece about China called ‘China Diary’- it was in the same blog style. It was 
just after Tiananmen Square so China was in the news a lot. This show was successful. I 
lost money on the first show but this one broke even. And then I got my first Australia 
Council grant- this is how it works- you have to do a few things first and then they give 
you a grant. I blithely wrote out the application- I wanted to explore two communities. 
To research my own family in North Queensland and my uncle’s murder in 1922. And I 
also wanted to do something about the gay community in Sydney, as this was my other  
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community. I realised that there were two stories and even today, I have a conflict about 
whether they should be separate shows. However, they are together in the show 
‘Sadness’. This was 1992 and it turned out that this was the age of AIDS. I had been to 
more wakes than parties- so I decided to go with that. 
  
So lets unpack the process of how you created the show. It seems that you work off the 
photos? Do you just lay them all out on the floor? 
 
Yes, metaphorically. I look at them on the lightbox. ‘Sadness’ is probably one of my 
major pieces. Certainly in it’s day, it was extremely successful as it was right on the 
pulse of things. 
 
So this was in 1992. But you bought it back in 2003 at Belvoir St in 2003? What was it 
like revisiting the show eleven years on? 
 
‘Sadness’ has had a long life. I’ve changed it alot. In fact, there’s a been a film made of 
it, which you could track down on ABC 
 
Ill have to watch this. So you view the photos- then how do you create the text and 
narrative from the photos? I’m also wondering about the journey you go on- 
psychologically or emotionally- in the process of creating a show based on your own 
personal experiences? 
 
It’s a story. It’s a narrative. Firstly, I need to have the images or I’ve got nothing to tell 
the story over. I’ve learnt how to fudge quite well- there are images of houses or 
landscapes, where you can go back in time. I’ll also use old photos- especially in my 
piece about my family. But I have to work off the photos- even if occasionally I have to 
fudge a few- like they do in documentaries. 
 
With the story, is there a particular structure that you follow? Does the story unfold to a 
particular point or incident, like your grandfather’s murder? 
 
It’s a spoken story, so it’s very important to tell a story to a person. So that’s the 
process, in that I’m telling the story to a person. 
 
So you imagine, as you are creating the story, that you are talking to an audience? 
 
Yes- but its more to a person, than an audience. I’ve done a lot of interviews and I’m a 
very good listener, so I listen to when I’m engaged –myself. I think it’s unusual what 
engages you and what doesn’t engage you. I’ve learnt that an honest story told with the 
person sitting there is really the strongest theatre there is. It’s better than actors because 
it’s real. I’ve kept that in the back of my head- a sense of reality. So it’s meant that I’ve 
had to have more confidence in myself as the persona, the storyteller, and know that I 
can tell the story. There are much more grandiose stories than mine but that’s part of the 
confidence thing. 
 
It takes a lot of honesty to go to different places in terms of the content of your own 
personal stories. 
 
Yes, I always remember this. I now do workshops where I assist people to tell their 
stories.  
  
314 
I suppose I intuitively realised all these things. I’m still realising things. My pieces are 
getting denser. They can be quite rambling, discursive at first, which suited me. 
 
What do mean by ‘denser’?  
 
More information in a shorter time. It still needs a discursiveness to appear natural.  To 
engage people- you can’t just give them information. You still need a story hook- it’s 
usually with an event- I’ve worked out little structures- little rules for myself. In the first 
ten minutes you have to hook the audience in and also your main story has to come up. 
There is usually a main story to carry you through the piece. In the piece about China, 
it’s the climbing of the sacred mountain. In fact, a lot of my best story material occurred 
on a trip before the climbing of the mountain, so I had to discard some of my best 
material as I couldn’t leave climbing the mountain too long before getting to it. 
 
So you respect the chronology of events, as you could have easily reshuffled the order of 
events? 
 
You can - my pieces are fairly loose. It’s more a feeling of intuition of what you can do. 
Some shows are more successful than others. 
 
Do you work with a director? Do you show to someone and get feedback? 
 
I have invited people in. I have worked with directors but I haven’t like it. They give 
you direction and somehow you feel you have to do that- and really, I know best. It’s a 
matter of listening- to the audience- you can feel when they are engaged- or not 
engaged. In my workshops, I tell them ‘Listen, listen to the audience’. 
 
You’ve got to this stage after years of performing. Initially, though.. 
 
No, initially, I listened to the audience – actually, even before that, I listened to people 
talking to me. It’s a kind of listening. The talking and the listening- the two processes. 
 
Now, looking back, after ten shows, what’s been the major shift for you in terms of your 
work from the earlier pieces to what you are working on now? 
 
I’m not a technical person, but I’ve had to move with the times. I’m now using digital 
projection. With earlier shows, they would first go on stage in quite a rough form- I had 
worked out the photos but I hadn’t quite worked out the story so it was a bit like ad-
libbing. That had its own form and I would get away with it. But now, since I got a 
manager, he insisted that it was to be more developed- more professional- and that I 
have the script worked out before I go onstage- which I can still vary a little. 
 
And how do you develop the script? Do you write it down? Do you record it and then 
transcribe it? Do you have an actual written script by the time you go onstage? 
 
It’s all of those processes at once. In the early stages, I would write them down but it’s 
not a very good process as talking is a different process to writing. Now I know how to 
just talk them right out. The evolution of them is that you keep talking them, in the true 
storytelling tradition and they take their own shape. I record a lot, if I do a development. 
Then I write it down. As a storyteller, there is one best way to say something- and it’s 
the shortest way- nothing extraneous- it’s the arrangement of the words- the structure of 
the sentence is very important. You always reach a point where you can’t get it any 
  
315 
better than that. You keep improving it to the point where you can say that this is the 
best way to saying that story. So the ultimate thing for me is always the script. 
 
Several times you have referred to the role of the storyteller and I’d like you to reflect 
on this more. After ten shows, how do you see your role as a storyteller within the 
community? 
 
On some level there is this psychodrama going on and its been about me finding my 
identity and where I fit- and it’s a kind of social and cultural positioning, which people 
don’t know about- about being non-mainstream or non-white. It’s about presenting your 
point of view. I prefer to work with marginalised people as that’s my position- and I see 
that I can help them as I do in my storytelling workshops. Someone who comes to my 
workshops gets to sort themselves out- to work out their story. Everyone’s different- 
some people are talkative but their story is obscured by verbosity- so they lose people 
because they talk too much- you need to get them to shed the superfluous words. Others 
have a problem (and this is quite common), which they have never really thought about. 
They know something is wrong and, like a psychologist, I help them get to their 
problem and articulate it. So that’s why I say there is a bit of a psychodrama going on. 
 
It sounds as though it’s a very healing process. 
 
Well it is. Once you’ve talked it out, then you’ve sorted it out. You’ve diffused what is 
unexpressed. Un-expression is a kind of expression. Everyone really wants to express 
themselves. I’m helping everyone to be expressive. This would be my definition of my 
artist’s manifesto- its about expressing myself in a positive way that communicates to 
other people- helps me get over my things- and what’s important to me is a social 
positioning- my place in a wider society. 
 
You have talked about Spalding Gray as an initial inspiration. Are there other 
performers you have seen, either in the past, or recently, that have influenced your 
work? 
 
I would say that the two big influences on my work were Ian de Gruce, who taught me 
how to do projections and Spalding Gray. Id seen monologists before- telling stories 
from Dickens or Diary of a Madman or a text but Spalding came along and he was 
really engaging in a way that they weren’t. He was neurotic and he talked about his sex 
life. I think that ‘Swimming to Cambodia’ is a great piece but it was all downhill from 
there. He had a social context for it all and there was his own story. I had never heard 
anyone tell a story about going to a brothel- or admitted that they did. I realised that 
there had to a level of exposure that you had to go for. 
 
How did you feel about this? 
 
I’m a fairly reticent person but as an artist, in my photography, I had tried to expose 
things, so I know what exposure is about. 
 
But exposing through photographs is very different than exposing real experiences that 
are quite private 
 
Yes and as a photographer, you are exposing other peoples’ experiences, so I did know 
this would be different. But Spalding’s sex life I found interesting and his neurotic 
girlfriend, Renee. I mean I’m not like Spalding but he did show me a whole lot of 
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interesting things. It’s like he gave me permission to do my own thing rather than 
imitate him. I don’t think I’ve seen anything since then where it has had such a direct 
influence on me. I saw the work of Pina Bauch and that, as an art form, had an influence 
on me. Even the paintings of Brett Whiteley had an impact- as he exposed himself 
through his work. I’ve liked all of them- in their theatrical, social vein. 
 
In terms of exposure, what do tell and what do you not tell? How do you make those 
decisions? 
 
I don’t know- you just make these decisions. Some people don’t like you talking about 
them- and I have alienated some relatives. 
 
Do you gain permission? 
 
No I don’t. I just sail in. It’s the same with my photography. You don’t want to censor 
yourself before you make the work. I prefer to make the work and get the bad reaction 
and amend it. Otherwise, you’re worrying about what someone else will think about it 
and that self-censorship is not a good process. People do talk a lot about permission and 
I suppose I’ve been bad. But there is also common sense. I found out that people are 
totally unpredictable- things that you think they will be upset about, they’re not upset. 
And some people get upset about the most ridiculous things- so there’s no way of 
knowing. 
  
On the one hand you are listening to your audience but you are still going to tell the 
story and keep that piece of controversial content. 
 
Possibly-but as I get older, I just don’t want to there- so I think I’ve mellowed out a bit 
so I don’t go so hard with the controversial statements. 
 
And as we mellow and age, we are telling different stories. What are the kind of stories 
you are working on and telling now? 
 
I’m working on a new piece at the moment and its like a blog of my life – it fits very 
neatly into that category- even though I don’t have my own blog as I jut don’t have time 
to do it. I'd like to do it as it’s a bit like a diary. However, my photographs are like my 
diary and a record of my life 
 
Photographs are such a clear record. 
 
Yes they are. When I applied to the Australia Council to work on this piece, I couched it 
in those Facebook terms-because you have to some selling point. I’m keeping up with 
the times. Instead of this is my boring eleventh show, you have dress it up. I had a list of 
things- part travelogue, part  family story part social history. One of my storytelling 
students is Aboriginal so I thought about including her as part of my story.  
 
But then when I got the grant, I was invited to The Lambing Flat Festival in Young with 
a busload of sixty Chinese. The Lambing Flat Riot is when the European diggers drove 
the Chinese off the goldfields in 1861. So I went up there to find out more about it. The 
trip and this event formed the basis of the story. This provided me with a central event 
to hang the whole story on. From there I went up to China to do more research. My 
pieces are a bit like this- they come together in this unexpected way- where I’m given 
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something because I’m looking for it. It’s always good if you have an historical context 
for your story 
 
How long does this process take in terms of putting a show together? 
 
It usually takes about two years. I’m not working on it all the time. There’s also the 
whole process of applying for the grant and pitching it to the Sydney Festival. You need 
some money from somewhere to get them up. If I didn’t get the grant or funding, I 
wouldn’t do them. During this time, I’m also performing. 
 
Would you do the work if you didn’t get funding or a commission? 
 
No I wouldn’t 
 
I talk to other storytellers who feel they have to tell their story, regardless of whether 
they receive funding. Have you ever felt like this? 
 
I think this was the case for the first two shows but after that, I have got most grants I 
have applied for, which is unusual. 
 
Maybe it’s because of the quality of your work and also a greater valuing of this 
particular genre of autobiographical storytelling? 
 
Perhaps, especially in books. I think after the second wave of refugees from Vietnam 
and immigrants in the 1980s, these stories are now emerging. It also takes a while for 
these stories to emerge and for us to work ourselves out.  They have to have some time 
to be reflective. I didn’t start telling my stories until mid life. Young people are too dull 
to have a story- they just haven’t had enough life experience. There is a kind of life 
experience needed for storytelling 
 
If someone had seen all ten of your shows, they would have an intimate insight into you 
and your life. How do you feel about this? 
 
Yes- I feel I have told everything and that I have run out of stories. At one stage, I told 
an Aboriginal story ‘Shadows” which was someone else’s story. Teaching has now 
become an important part of my process and passing on knowledge. Everyone has a 
story to tell- everyone. I’m helping people to get their story. And there are thousands of 
stories that are more dramatic than mine. My dramatic days are over and I’m now 
telling a different kind of story. 
 
And as we age, it’s possible our stories reflect different experiences 
 
Yes, dying 
 
Or growing old gracefully (laughs) 
 
Yes (laughs) 
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PAUL DWYER interviewed by Steve Matthews 25/8/11 
 
P Please, if you think I am running off, just stop me- that’s fine. 
 
S So firstly, thank you Paul Dwyer.  It was great to see your show’ Bougainville 
Photo-Play Project’ last year at The Old Fitzroy Theatre. My first question is what 
inspired you and why did you choose to use your own life experience and stories as the 
basis and the content for a performance piece. 
 
P Really good question.   Part of the answer is to say paradoxically my own 
experience wasn’t what I thought of as the starting point.  The starting point, I 
understand that in performance that’s what the audience sees or responds to is my 
personal journey or things about me and my life. 
 
S That’s one aspect of your show. 
 
P But for me really the very starting point, I have to say would be my 
professional identity is as an academic and for various reasons, I wanted to research 
reconciliation processes.  I’d done a little bit of research on the politics of 
reconciliation in Australia, written some essays about the Aboriginal Tent Embassy, the 
performative aspects of protests. And then I started reading a lot on this field of 
restorative justice.  This could be a really good area of post-doctoral research.   
 
S So very much from a research perspective. 
 
P Very much from a research point of view.  When I was reading about 
restorative justice, I was very sceptical about some of the more sweeping claims that 
advocates of restorative justice were making.  I thought -someone should do some sort 
of anthropological style, cross cultural research and I literary, I still remember this very 
strongly, I started googling and I came across a website of a Marist missionary.  The 
banner on the website was ‘Restorative Justice- Bougainville Style.’ Melanesia -that 
will be fantastic, and I was about half an hour scrolling around this sight and then I 
went Oh of course, Bougainville.  You know, you do a search for restorative justice and 
you know thousands of web pages come up and it wasn’t on the first page of the 
search engine, it was probably about page 10 or 20 and I had to stop after a while and 
think why did this word Bougainville leap out at me?  Of course, Dad had been to 
Bougainville.   Then, I remembered as a kid seeing photos from when Dad came back 
from his trips to Bougainville.  So he made these trips in the 60’s and I was born in 63.    
The trips he made were in 62, 66 and 69.   I did know, though I hadn’t thought about it 
for years but, of course, when I stopped to think about it, that’s right, I knew he had 
taken some of my siblings with him.  In 62, we’re a large Catholic family.  So, in 1962 
he took the four eldest boys.  In 66, he took the two next boy and a girl, and in 69 he 
took the next boy and girl.   That’s eight kids who went with him on those trips and I 
was number nine and I’d never gone.  I am remembering these photos, looking at this 
ultra-modern website which is fairly tacky but modern technology.  I am looking at that 
and remembering the photos and Dad used to do these slide shows when he got back  
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from the trips. So I went to my Mum’s house, up into the attic and the box of slides 
and Dad’s old slide projector were still there.  So the personal stuff; I wasn’t at the 
centre of the personal stuff, I was very much on the periphery of Bougainville’s history 
or story and very much on the periphery of my father’s story.  So I always saw myself 
as a witness in respect to lived experiences which were relevant to me but I didn’t 
understand them.  I didn’t understand the full impact for me.  It wasn’t about Hello 
dear audience, this is my journey, I want to tell you about what I have learned about 
myself it was more about like, hi audience, recently I got excited recently when I start 
thinking about this.  Are you excited? I don’t think I could have proceeded if I’d 
thought my own lived experiences being the bedrock of the piece.  I think I could only 
proceed if I saw my role as sometimes, ambivalent witness.  It was very important to 
me that most of the family experiences that I talk about are experiences to which I can 
have access only through documentation or family gossip or anecdote.  I think that’s 
very important to me that there is a sense of mystery about experiences that have 
been lived by my family, by my father, which are part of my story but there is a sense 
of mystery about those experiences being lost in time. 
 
S So the next question for me is if you had gone to Bougainville with your 
father, would you have made the show or would your perspective been different? 
 
P Well I can’t, oh this is the John Howard line.   He would never answer a 
hypothetical question.   I can’t speculate on how the show would have been different.  
Would I still have made the show if I knew Bougainville?  That’s very hard to say.  It 
does strike me as curious, I know that my siblings who went with my Dad in the 60s, 
for all of them it was a big deal at the time.  But they were all kids, ranging from 9 -14 
yrs old.   With the exception of one brother none of them ever went back to 
Bougainville and I think for them all it was a wonderful childhood experience that was 
kind of sufficient and replete. 
 
S It sounds like that for you it was the bigger context, about the reconciliation. 
 
P Absolutely. In some sense, a spur to me was that I looked at my siblings and I 
thought ‘This place marked you. You had an amazing experience at a formative time of 
your life and yet when was the last time you thought about Bougainville?’ One of the 
very first things I did when I thought maybe we can make a performance about this 
was I invited some of my family, my mother, one of my sisters, one of my brothers and 
members of the Bougainville family, the Havini Family, who I had got to know in recent 
years who were Sydney based.  Moses Havini is a Bougainvillean man, his wife Marilyn 
is Australian born and they have 4 beautiful kids and Moses was very politically active 
in the Bougainvillean independence movement. Although they lived together in 
Bougainville for about 20 years they had to flee to Australia when the war started to 
get serious because Moses was on a hit list of the Papua New Guinea defence force. I 
had got to know him and the Harvinis were very helpful in giving me contacts for the 
first trip I made there.  It was when I came back after that first trip, I thought ahh- now 
we can make a performance about this.  I was still very drawn to the research project 
but the research project was going to be super hard to achieve and I thought a small 
performance piece might not be so hard to achieve in the short term, might be 
something to do while I am learning about the research. 
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S So this evolved really from a piece of more formal research to eventually 
becoming the performance? 
 
P Yes, eventually performance.   The very first step was for me to get Moses, 
Marilyn and one of the children, Tadoid, in a room with three of my family plus some 
theatre colleagues, academic staff from this institution and David Williams, I always 
call him the impresario, of Version 1.0, I think his official title is CEO.  So David and I 
had a working relationship from me having been a dramaturg on a couple of Version 
1.0 shows.  I sat them in a room and said ‘Look you know, I don’t know even if this is a 
good idea or not but I am thinking about trying to make a performance that would 
weave together family history of the Dwyer family, a kind of political history of what 
happened in Bougainville under Australia’s colonial administration in the years leading 
up to the civil war and I suppose my story as a bumbling academic trying to do 
ethnographic research into the restorative justice process post war.’  We facilitated a 
discussion with those people, to hear some of their stories and I showed them Dad’s 
slides.  What I found was that as soon as they saw those pictures they really wanted to 
talk and share stories.  So that was the start. 
 
S What happened next? 
 
P I travelled to Bougainville in 2004 and it was a look-see mission.  The guy 
whose website, Brother Pat Howey, was the Marist priest who was very active in 
promoting restoring justice in PNG. He had co-founded an organization that is still 
operating, called Peace Foundation Melanesia, and they were among various 
organizations, they were one of the more prominent NGOs to support this work in 
Bougainville.   I had emailed him to express and interest in seeing some of that work 
and he had put me in contact with people who run Peace Foundation Melanesia.  They 
said you can come up. 
 
S So were you now looking through the lens of ethnography, not necessarily of 
performance? 
 
P Very much through the lens of ethnography.  I thought what my great 
contribution as a scholar could be a rich ethnographically formed cross-cultural study 
about restorative justice practices.  But of course, I was aware of the fact that my 
father had been in Bougainville during the 60s.  I didn’t know much about what Dad 
had done, but I had some of his slides and as I talk about in the show, I got a friend 
here in the university to just make up a little flip chart, a hand held little chart with just 
a few images represented.  I found it very hard to find photos of people with people’s 
faces.  Particularly Melanesian faces, in my father’s collection.  There were photos of 
missionaries and my siblings but not many photos where Melanesian people were 
being photographed- like a mid-shot let alone a close up in the centre of the frame 
other than in large groups.  You can speculate about why that was, it could be all sorts 
of reasons. But I took this little booklet of photos and I was a bit embarrassed taking it, 
I was thinking -Oh God, I don’t know if it is relevant- but within a couple of days of 
being in Bougainville, you realize there is no television, not much to do after dinner  
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except tell stories and people want to know who you are.  What’s your story?  Why 
have you come?  I would say I am interested in restorative justice process but then  
 
quite naturally I would find myself saying I am also curious visiting a place where my 
father visited.  They’d say ‘Oh, tell us about your father’. Then it turned out lots of 
people remembered him.    
 
S In some ways they drew the story out of you. 
 
P A little bit, yeah.  They did.  I remember on that first visit sitting talking with 
some nuns who had known my father when they were young women, they were 
working as nursing assistants.  So I was literally talking to people who had handed my 
father these tools and some of those tools I ended up using in the show.   There’s 
something to me that’s very special about the fact I’m talking with people who’ve 
touched my father’s hand.  Those hands of a highly skilled surgeon and the six degrees 
of separation felt like it was just a couple of degrees of separation in terms of that skin 
to skin contact across a cultural and geographical divide.   Intimacy at a distant really 
excited me. 
 
S A kind of intimacy with your father, to some extent. 
 
P To some extent, absolutely. Bearing in mind my siblings had a powerful 
encounter with Melanesian culture but as children and in a colonial era when 
Bougainville could present itself to a white child, this is a tropical island paradise. You 
could go anywhere as a white kid and nothing was going to happen to you. It’s a very 
different environment now.  Understandably, there’s a bit of suspicion towards 
Australians but actually a surprising willingness to engage I found. Delightfully, I took 
my own child, my son with me just this year. I think for me I was able to be in 
Bougainville as an adult which only one of my siblings had an adult experience.  
 
S So there was this period of research. At what point did this research become 
a performance project? 
 
P There was an academic conference in 2005 in Wagga Wagga, The 
Australasian Drama Studies Conference. I was reading quite a lot of literature about 
performance and ethnography. 
 
P Were you already working here at Sydney University, at that stage? 
 
P Yes, I was already an academic. 
 
S Had you a background as a performer? 
 
P Yeah, not a particularly successful background.  I did work professionally in 
theatre. I had experience of working in the youth and community theatre sector.  I was 
an actor with the Murray River Performing Group, years ago. Also, I directed shows for 
the youth theatre companies like PACT and Shopfront.  I was a terrible actor to be 
honest.  A very poor actor when it came to having a sense of belief in a character in a  
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fictional world.   Anything that’s in a quasi-naturalistic mode of performance where 
you are trying to create a dramatic world on stage.  I’ve always found it enormously 
difficult as an actor.  I had no technique, I never trained. 
 
S That’s a big step of courage to then go ‘Right, I’m going to make this a 
performance piece’. 
 
P But it was drawing on my skill set as an academic and teacher. 
 
S So that was, in a way, your ‘role’? 
 
P The way I walk on stage it’s very analogous to the way I walk into a room to 
hold a tutorial.  Students would regard me as a fairly friendly, chatty kind of lecturer.  
Often students talk about my lectures being highly performative and I am regaling 
them with all sorts of anecdotes and kind of adlibbing and going off the book.   So the 
opening line of the show was “Welcome, good evening I am Dr Paul Dwyer from the 
University of Sydney.  Sometimes, I get a laugh, but really, it’s my way of settling into 
the show and as long as I genuinely welcome the audience, after 5 or 10 minutes I feel 
less that we’re in a theatre and more we’re in a lecture theatre or tutorial room.  But a 
tutorial room that has the capacity to feel like it’s my lounge room.   
 
S So you create a level of comfort for yourself to be able to tell the story.  Let’s 
go back to the point where it became a performance piece. 
 
P In short, one of the things that we teach in this department of performance 
studies and things we research a lot are ethnographic modes of analysing performance 
practices.  So I’d read a lot about ethnographic field work including essays by Dwight 
Conquergood, who talks about performance ethnography.  I always thought what is 
this?  Sounded a bit romantic to me.  That can’t be serious ethnography.  So with 
another colleague let’s go to the conference and we’ll do a panel on performance and 
ethnography and he was anthropologist, my friend Laurel Lewis.  He was a member of 
this department but by training an anthropologist and I said ‘David, you can come and 
help me give a slightly performative telling of a few stories from my trip in 
Bougainville. Then, Laurel, you’ll give an anthropologist’s response to that.’ At the last 
minute, Laurel pulled out.  So I said to David ‘We’d better still go-  we’ll just have to 
bang some stuff together’.  So David had agreed to meet me over the course of a few 
afternoons, showing a few stories and slides and he said ‘OK off we go’.  My academic 
colleagues at this conference loved it.  They said ‘That is so engaging and although it’s 
not a thesis that you’re offering us, it’s rich, it’s rich with ideas and it’s affecting. I think 
you are enacting your struggle to deal ethically with Bougainvillean people, this 
historical legacy of colonialism and also to understand the nature of your father’s 
work- for better or for worse’. 
 
S Until you got that feedback were you conscious …? 
 
P I never thought it would go off to the extent it did as a performance.  It was 
an experiment. 
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S Were you conscious in that feedback what you were doing? 
 
P I think I was already heading down that path, but I think the feedback was 
encouraging that this was a direction to continue in.  It could have just stopped there 
but I felt I should show the Havini family and some of my family.  I said ‘I’d better show 
you what I came up with.’ At that stage, I had about 30 minutes of material and three 
pages of scrappy hand-written notes. The Havinis said ‘If you like, you can invite some 
Bougainville friends and I invited more of my family and I put them all in a room and 
said ‘Look you guys don’t know each other but I know you, the Havini clan and you the 
Dwyer mob and I am going to tell some stories that you guys will relate to- some bits 
more that others, but between you the stories are relevant to all of you I hope.’  I 
don’t know where this is going, but I gave them a performance of the material that I 
had. I got lots of feedback. I also gave them a meal. That was very interesting too. 
What was really important there were two moments of tension that came out of that.  
One is that a number of my siblings said ‘There’s too much stuff about Dad. You need 
to come back to this theme of reconciliation. Because you open the show saying that’s 
what you want to research and want us to understand and you don’t really deliver on 
that. At the end of it, it just rails off and we don’t get to learn what’s happening in 
Bougainville now and that’s important. You have overloaded it with stuff about Dad’ 
The bits about Dad’s orthopaedic surgery and the fact that I was off in Paris when I had 
this memory of Dad’s orthopaedic surgery stuff.   
 
On the other hand, Moses Havini, from a Bougainville perspective, said ‘I disagree. It’s 
hugely significant for me as a Bougainvillean person to actually know what your 
father’s standing was.   What an extraordinary man.  What an amazing and beautiful 
thing that he came to Bougainville at the height of his profession.’ Then another 
comment from a work colleague said ‘Well I guess I related about your Dad’s 
orthopaedic surgery to the images you showed us of the Panguna mine, which looks 
like a giant wound a scar on the landscape and the mountain ridges which are like a 
spine.  I interpreted your Dad’s stuff not just biographical material but also 
metaphorically relevant.’ I’m glad she said that because it always struck me.  I was 
always stuck by the words of a Bougainvillean villager who was quoted in the 60s as 
someone who was in opposition to the mine, who said ‘You are taking our land away. 
If you take our land away from us it’s like you take the bones out of a man’s legs.’ I 
knew that was what my father had done- it was surgery on ankles, hips, knees.  I knew 
that’s a phrase that had resonance with my father.  One other beautiful bit of really 
important feedback was from Camilla Ahkin, who was also a postgraduate student 
here at the time, and she said ‘Paul there is just one moment and at the moment you 
are throwing it away in performance’. It’s when I do the little re-enactment of my 
Dad’s surgical technique.  She said ‘You are playing it as a joke. You are accentuating 
the fact that you obviously don’t have the skills that your father had.’ And she said ‘In 
that moment, you are talking about your father’s hands and your hands are holding 
the tools he held and I think just for a moment you should let us imagine that those 
are your father’s hands.  Just do it quietly and just let the audience think about that.’  
That was a really good note.  It was the first time I thought ‘Oh I don’t have to be 
embarrassed about the fact that my father was this extraordinarily skilled surgeon and 
I am such a schmuck who teaches theatre because he is not good as an actor!’ The 
other thing I do recall, is having a moment of resentment with my siblings saying  
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‘There’s too much about Dad’. I felt like saying ‘This is the first time in 40 years that 
you have been in a room with a Bougainvillean person. I brought you here today to 
meet my Bougainvillean friends.  It takes time.  I can’t just go to Bougainville for two 
weeks and do one little field trip and go here’s the story of Bougainville.  This is my 
political analysis. This is a process.’ 
 
S And a process that sounds like you were very engaged in now.  You are right 
in it.   
 
P Absolutely.  It’s still going on. 
 
S So, with David as the director, was there a whole process then from there? I 
am interested in how you developed the actual show.  I am seeing this evolution but 
now going to creating a whole fully fleshed-out show. 
 
P Opportunities came up. Marilyn Havini, Moses’s wife who is a visual artist 
and so is her daughter Taol. There is an art gallery in town that was hosting an 
exhibition of theirs along with photos of a wonderful photographer called John Lewis.  
Johnny Lewis had taken a number of portraits of Bougainvillean people.   He was 
exhibiting his photos which are extraordinary.  Marilyn said ‘For the launch of our 
exhibition could you do your show?’ So I worked on it a bit more and did it again and 
had a very good response. 
 
S Had it changed? 
 
P A little bit more.  I added a bit more and the key thing that was added was 
when I came back from Bougainville in 2004, some of the nuns who had been sisters in 
the hospital, they’d said ‘Your Dad, when he was up here, he was working closely with 
Jim Harding, who was a priest who had been a Doctor before.’ Mum was talking about 
Jim Harding too.  I thought maybe I should go up and have another look in the attic 
where I found this box that I hadn’t noticed on my first trip.  The box was full of old 
correspondence between Dad and Jim Harding.  There were two things that were 
extraordinary. There was a list of patients, Jim Harding’s list of patients to my Dad 
saying “Dear Alan, as requested here are the names of the patients you operated on 
during your last trip.” I thought, wow, some of these people might still be alive and the 
other thing was a letter from one of the patients a young boy, which I read in the show 
from a boy called Samuel, who writes and says “Thank you Doctor ..” it’s all in lovely 
pigeon English but he ends the letter by saying “this young boy is not walking but the 
rest of us are walking.” And I added that to the end of the show as a kind of a cliff-
hanger, is this guy Tina walking about?  I’m going to go back to Bougainville and find 
out.  So that’s how much I had in 2006.  I had that much material.  That was what was 
added to it.   
 
In 2007, I went back to Bougainville and this time I had some of my Dad’s old photos 
plus I had this list of patients plus I took what I had of the show and started doing it in 
Bougainville.  I had that flipchart, that I use in the show now.  Having had the little 
flipchart, I went to a bigger flipchart and my colleague here rigged it up so I could 
literally perform these stories underneath a tree or in a market place or in someone’s  
 
  
325 
house.  I started performing this in a mixture of pigeon English. I visited places that 
were pretty close to the villages were of the people who had been patients of my 
father in 1966 and people were able to look at my list and say “yeah, this guy is still  
alive”  they’ll come and see your show.  About half a dozen people who my father 
operated on when they were kids, came to see the show and then, I felt that was a 
very important thing and I came back in 2007 with information about what had 
happened to patients. A very good number of them survived the war and if they’ve 
died it is of natural causes.   
 
So there was that sense that something of value had survived.  These people still 
remember Dad fondly but it also leaves you with an ongoing feeling of ethical 
commitment.  The story is not in the past.  The story is also in the present. These 
people are my age. They are living out the repercussions of a civil war that was largely 
tied up with the mining that Australia pushed through.  That became very important to 
me.  I had knowledge of what had happened to patients.  I also had a little bit of very 
dodgy hand-held video footage. A couple of times, I would give the camera to 
someone and say ‘Can you help me out, and just take a little bit of video here.  So I had 
some very shaky hand-held footage of that event and a much better understanding 
where the reconciliation process was up to, including that very strange event where I 
went off wandering in the night and got to see a reconciliation ceremony of sorts.  I 
realized all those ingredients could come together and provide a much more satisfying 
ending for the show without it being, it’s still an open ending, but an ending of sorts. 
Its what my siblings might have wanted.  
 
S So you’ve got these different elements… 
 
P So David’s main role was to spot opportunities for working the material.  The 
National Multicultural Festival in Canberra, in 2008, they wanted Version 1.0 to 
provide a show and David said ‘What budget have you got?’ and they said ‘No budget’ 
and he said ‘Well, we haven’t got anything for you but I’ll talk to Paul.’  He asked me 
‘Do you want another go at working up some more of the Bougainville project.’  I said 
‘Perfect- on the fringe of the multicultural festival. What better place for a whitefella 
to be.’  So that was an opportunity to work on it again.  They were always one-off 
performances and so that could be the end. 
 
S Let’s mine into this stage of working on it again. Talk to me more specifically 
about the process.  
 
P You’ve got David in the room and me, David has a little notebook and I have 
my notebooks, my field notes and I literally pull out a couple of stories. I told David the 
story of walking through the jungle at night. 
 
S Did you record it? 
 
P No. Whenever there was a performance there was a recording.  I was able to 
look back certainly when I prepared the version that was very close to the one you saw 
in 2009, it hasn’t really changed that much since 2008. Hopefully I’ve become better at 
doing it but when I was preparing for the Canberra Festival in 2008. I did look back at  
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the video of the times I had presented some of these stories for a postgraduate 
seminar, from Wagga Wagga, and from the showing with friends and family.  I looked 
at those and made decisions and shifting some material. 
 
S But essentially, it’s just you and David in the room. And the objects? 
 
P I got them from my mother’s attic and bring them into the rehearsal room.  
The other big shift that happened in 2008 was bringing Sean Bacon into the project, 
he’s a video artist who has worked a lot with Version 1.0 and the idea was to ask Sean 
to do something that might heighten the impact of some of the visual materials.  We 
had some archival video footage and Liz Thompson’s doco footage and we needed to 
re-edit that so it was a little bit more succinct.  We also thought, let’s have more than 
one screen, rather than a little one here and there. Having Sean’s presence means the 
show runs from very very low tech to reasonably high tech. Some live feed, but I don’t 
think it’s intrusive. I think it heightens the impact of the visual material and directs the 
audiences focus a bit to the presence of Sean and David on the stage, the screens, my 
pinboards full of archival documents and maps and things. 
 
S Did that come out of rehearsal? 
 
P No- they were my research documents. They were just things I would always 
be pulling out to refer to. 
 
S So it really took shape through an evolution. 
 
P Absolutely.  The main thing was, I had a bunch of stories to tell and it was 
about what context does the audience need to understand them.   Part of that context 
was visual.  If I am mentioning a massacre in Bougainville during the civil war, it’s a 
powerful thing for the audience to know that I know where that place is.  I’ve been 
there, it’s here.  This is in Roland Barthes work on photography. His book ‘Camera 
Lucida ‘ talks about the fundamental gesture of photography is that whatever else a 
photo does, it points.  This thing happened, this person was here.  There’s an essay, 
you can have a copy, I refer to the role of the photos in the Photo-play.   
 
S You are talking about context and that shifts the personal story into a wider 
field.  I think you need both the intimacy of the personal story as well as the wider 
context. 
 
P The thing that some people and some critics really wanted to lean on in their 
reviews, sometimes was the very personal stuff.   It’s so easy for someone who wants 
to build a show who is a middle aged academic, retraces the footsteps of his father 
and then along the way learns something significant about human kindness.  For me 
the story that most attracts me is this civil war. We have blood on our hands.  We gave 
the Papua New Guinea defence force all those guns and bombs, the patrol boats, the 
helicopters, what the fuck are we doing?  There was some publicity at the time.  
Largely that’s been forgotten and it’s not ancient history.  It’s only a decade ago. The 
biggest military conflict in the Pacific since the 2nd World War and we were in it right 
up to the hilt.  So that’s the story that I’m most engaged by and how do you make 
amends?  The restorative justice process. How do you deal with the fallout from that 
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civil conflict?  The fact that my father had been there and there was that slender 
personal connection between my family’s history here and the history of the people in 
Bougainville, it’s necessary otherwise it’s just a lecture about Boungainville. 
 
S It begs the question, if you had not had this personal connection, would you 
have made a show about this? 
 
P Probably not.  I would have just written a journal article. 
 
S So really the connection and your father’s work and the stories that came out 
of that pushed it more into a performative form. 
 
P I think that sense of ethical responsibility. I think performance allows you to 
stage the problems of dealing ethically with the past and with people who are 
culturally -your other. For me, a really critical moment with the show is near the end 
when I let the audience in on the fact that people in Bougainville have seen the show 
too. Don’t think you’re having this private experience in a small little theatre in the Old 
Fitzroy, and that people in Bougainville are just these exotic others. Here’s a 
Bougainvillean audience watching the stuff you are watching. 
 
S So the show you did at Fitzroy is the same show that you did in Bougainville? 
 
P No because the show in Bougainville, I hadn’t gone for a walk in the jungle 
yet.  But I think it’s a really important thing that I am trying to provide vicariously for 
the audience a sense of their own accountability. Their own account of people in 
Bougainville who don’t think this is just your ‘exotic other’. These people know more 
about what goes on in Australia than you know what goes on in Bougainville.  These 
people still want to have a relationship with Australia. 
 
S In terms of the audience response to that and the feedback you got, how 
have audiences been affected? 
 
P It’s always hard to know what an audience feel.  One thing that happened 
frequently and in a sense became an official 3rd act where I’d take my little bow and 
then sit back at the table and people would often feel they had permission, and often 
they did, to come down to the floor of the stage and look at documents.  There were 
always a fair amount of people in the audience who had a connection to Bougainville.  
Quite a lot of people had worked in the mining operation in the 1970s or 80s who’d 
had to get out or people who had been doctors or nurses there.  Those people in 
particular you often sensed an uneasiness. Reynolds talks about it as a ‘whispering of 
the heart.’ They knew that Australia had not done the right thing by Bougainville and it 
bothered them and they were delighted to re-connect. The other thing that was 
fantastic was that even if people had not knowledge of Bougainville probably one of 
the most satisfying responses for me was when people would say “Ah I was listening to 
your show and enjoying it but to be honest I was also going off on a little bit of a 
memory play of my own. My dad was a doctor, although he never went to 
Bougainville.”  That was something or it was a memory of someone who’d died of 
cancer who’d been close.  I loved the fact that audience members could be attending  
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very generously in terms of what I was talking about but having their own very 
personal, very specific memories. 
 
S The same thing happened to me during your show. My father went and did 
volunteer work up in Fiji in the 1960s and I remember as a child going up there, so I got 
connected into that. 
 
P For me, often, and this is true in other theatre pieces I’ve made- 
documentary theatre pieces -it’s really important when you are working on material 
from the past that the audience and you yourself as a theatre maker have had the 
opportunity to forget as much as you ever knew, so the show becomes very much 
about recovery. Of course, you can never recover everything. There’s something 
appealing in the fact that people are remembering that they need to remember or not 
being willing to forget everything. 
 
S So we’ve talked about how the audience has been affected.  I am interested 
in how you were affected in the process of creating this show and performing it. 
 
P I’ve got to a point when I won’t do the show again.  It had more success than 
I ever imagined it could have.  A tour of capital cities, three-week season at upstairs 
Belvoir St Theatre. Finally a short run as part of the Tasmanian Festival this year It 
would be flattering if someone was to ask for it again but I got to the point, now it’s 
becoming too much about self-gratification for me as a performer.  Now I have a 
theatre piece that works very well.  It’s a neat well-made piece of theatre with a 
complex dramaturgical structure.  I still have enough skill to put across the idea to the 
audience a sense of the piece being fairly in the moment and spontaneous and still 5% 
of the show every time is adlibbed.   I’ve done it 50 times, which is a lot for theatre in 
this country and I think if I do it anymore it’s just about me performing and I don’t 
have the right to do that if I am still not actively engaged in the reconciliation process. 
The things about which the show talks need to be more important than the show 
itself. What I am most excited about right now is that one man in Bougainville who I 
have come to form a pretty close bond with, John Dobot, who ironically, I don’t talk 
about in the show, but of all the people I met he’s the one I feel the closest to.  He’s a 
very highly regarded mediator at the grass roots village level.  He’s done a lot of work 
bringing together people from different sides of the Bougainville crisis and we are 
collaborating now on the final stages of a reconciliation ceremony that will involve a 
lot of people from his district. There are many, many matters from the civil war that 
are still outstanding but this one John was close to fruition and the thing holding them 
back is they need a little bit of resources, not a huge amount, $6,000 to pay for 
transport and food. I made a pledge to John and other local traditional owner chiefs in 
the CY District that if I made any money out of the show I would try and give back 
some of the money so they could have this reconciliation ceremony.  In January we are 
going to document that and that will be the start of the more formal academic 
research process.  The journal articles and hopefully a book about reconciliation will 
come but it’s taken 6 years of making this performative response to Bougainville. 
People there know where I am coming from.  There’s a trust. 
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S That answers the wider question but I am still interested in you as a 
performer- what did you learn through this process? 
 
P I mentioned before I never was a good actor in plays written by playwrights.  I 
never had the skills to keep that fiction alive. What I have learnt along the way that the 
skills I did have as a communicator, storyteller could be very engaging.  I realize I do 
know how to deal with an audience.   
 
S Maybe this is the distinction they talk about between an actor and a 
performer? 
 
P I think so.  Acting considerations don’t come into it much.  There are a few 
moments when I need to be aware of making a moment a little bit special.  David’s 
great skill was to stop me to just running off at the mouth and of course when I am 
talking to you now or in a tutorial you often sit in a kind of narrow band as far as 
register is concerned or things like pitch or the dynamic range of what you’re doing 
vocally. There were certainly aspects of performance technique that David was able to 
bring to my attention.  You need to play this quicker, that’s a moment- take it.  But 
those things, because it was all in the service of a story I believed in, it was important 
that I understood rather than play a fictional construct. 
 
S That’s come through very strongly.  That’s the key driver for you that this was 
about a story you very strongly needed to…. 
 
P But not a story I knew all the answers to and still don’t 
 
S No of course not. 
 
P I told you how I came across this website restorative justice Bougainville 
Style, slowing the wheels start to tick tick ah yes of course Bougainville, Dad, Mum’s 
attic let’s have a look at photos of my father.  I had already read a bit about the mines.  
I knew about the same time I was reading about the mines, and I thought how many 
people could my father have operated on in the course of 3 visits.  I am not sure how 
long he went each time, maybe 6 weeks, we’re talking 100s at most, surely.  I saw his 
visits in relation to the mine.  I thought here I am on a modernizing mission, my 
father’s taking the very best that Western medicine has to offer and the mines, a 
different modernization, are saying you have incredible riches and resources in 
Bougainville.  These can be developed for greater good.  Two incredibly sophisticated, 
complicated, operations, if you like, but with very different ethics and very different 
outcomes and that was a driving curiosity.  What is the worth of your father’s work in 
relation to this other work? What is the lasting value of that work and then the fact 
that some of them are alive?  And, you Paul, if you want you can have a relationship to 
them. And, you my audience, if you like, you can still work to make your government 
accountable for the relationship with Bougainvillean people. These things are still to be 
negotiated, all still worth thinking about. I don’t have all the answers to all these 
questions. I think that is all performance can do is to provide audiences with questions 
but that the audience has the experience of feeling those questions in their guts. 
 
 
  
330 
S And raising awareness. 
 
P For some people the piece is an effective crash course in postcolonial history. 
 
S I am watching and listening to you and it seems that you are very strongly 
visually orientated and you talk about the photos.    
 
P I don’t think I am at all. 
 
S But think about the show and visual content. 
 
P  Again I think a lot of skill goes to David and Sean. Particularly Sean.   He took 
this one photo of the villages, a group shot, and he scanned it and you can do a digital 
zoom and you can make a movie out of a still image and he pans slowly and gets as 
close to their faces as he can and that part of the show is a wonderful counterpoint to 
me reading, and the stuff from my brother’s diary and you’ve got this Australian boy’s 
diary about the natives and then you’ve got this desire, implicit in the way Sean edits 
that material to get closer to understanding the natives point of view. Which is, of 
course, the ethnographer’s question ‘How do these people make sense of their world?  
How do they make sense of the encounter I am having with them?  Who am I for 
them?  Who are they for me?  What knowledge about the world do we share in 
common and what knowledge about the world is in common, specific to them? How 
can we have a dialogue?   
 
S I am interested in looking at the genre, because you didn’t originally set out 
to work in this genre.  However, you end up being a solo performer working with 
autobiographical material. 
 
P There were two reference points for me that were explicit in my mind and a 
couple of others that other people mentioned that I knew nothing about.  William 
Yang’s work, I had seen a couple of his shows, but I understood from his shows how 
photography can bring the past into the present.  That fundamental tension between 
the past which the photograph is testimony and the present moment in which the 
photo is being talked about.  That’s important.  However, William is a professional 
photographer and he uses some archival photos that aren’t his own work but mostly 
he’s using his own work, which is very skilfully taken. I was curious about the fact that 
the photos I was working with were mostly taken by my father who was an 
enthusiastic amateur photographer.  My siblings all think he was a wonderful 
photographer.  I knew he had a passion for it.  There was something that appealed to 
me, the amateur nature of Dad’s photos, because I knew I was an amateur 
anthropologist. That was one parallel that could be drawn.   
 
The other explicit reference for me performance wise is a piece that Keith Gallasch 
made with support from Virginia Baxter, years ago called ‘PhotoPlay’.  The script was 
published in Canadian Theatre Review. They did a special journal once on Australian 
theatre. I saw his performance at the Australian Centre for Photography. It was just a 
mesmerizing performance and the thing I remember about it, it started with him 
saying that his parents had died some time ago and it fell to him to clean out things in  
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the house and among the things was a suitcase of old photos. He commissioned a 
friend who was a photographer to do some photos of him. I was very struck by the way 
Keith placed himself in that piece and the way William places himself in his pieces. 
 
S Can you unpack that a bit more? 
 
P In Keith’s case he was clearly ambivalent about some aspects of his 
relationship with his father. You get the sense his father was a very difficult man, 
maybe sometimes given to anger. Not a deep dark story of family violence but a 
brooding atmosphere. Keith remembering stuff as a young boy and you sense he was 
closer to his mother. That his mother was perhaps browbeaten by his father.  But 
there’s also a desire to understand his father. His parents were of German background 
in Adelaide during the 2nd World War. They were interned or if not at least copped a 
lot of racism. 
 
S So did he give a wider social context? 
 
P No he alluded to it. I think it was an exemplary model of how the personal is 
already shot through with the political. I think that’s the main thing. 
 
S Yes, well it’s there in the photographs and the context and dress code and 
attitude. 
 
P So people like Keith and William for me were encouragement that you can 
talk about things that are very personally grounded but that have a big political 
resonance particularly when you are talking about photographic materials that are 
documents from a past that’s forgotten and contested. 
 
So those were two explicit reference points and then in respect to implicit reference 
points, some people would say that it sounds like Spalding Gray, in the early days 
when I talked about it. I never saw Spalding Gray’s performances but I was vaguely 
flattered by that.  I didn’t read ‘Swimming to Cambodia’ or his other work. I guess it 
just gave you a general confidence that there were precedents for doing this kind of 
work.  
 
S Oh yes, I think he is the original precedent in terms of this genre. 
 
P The other one, I don’t even know the artist’s name, but it was at the 
Performance Space.  I started working on my thing in 2005 and I think it might have 
been in 2003. There were some artists from Arnolfini, which is a performance space in 
Bristol and they had an exchange with The Performance Space and there was one guy 
who came out, he could have been Scottish but I had heard that there had been this 
really cool performance lecture.  David saw this, he never talked about it much with 
me but he did pinch the idea of a video camera doing live video onto documents.  We 
used to call that the document camera and David had seen this guy use this device. He 
would be talking about an event that had happened to him and he would be looking 
up the street directory and saying this place here and David knew it would be 
important for me to handle documents in the performance, the letters, the dossier of  
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human rights abuses, he wanted the audience to have a bird’s eye view and a close-up 
view of those documents, so that they could have an empathy with that curatorial side 
of the show. I think audiences really respond to that bowerbird impulse in the show.  
People see me creating this walled display. There is a kind of logic of where things go  
on the wall which evolved gradually but, at first, it was higgely-piggely. Anything can 
have a relationship to anything but you need to find the information.  I think people 
like that archival, bowerbird quality in a show. So the document camera in the show 
was a lift from that show that I never saw. Its funny, isn’t it. Then, as we went along 
with it, you are aware there are people working in contemporary performance doing 
this kind of thing, Tim Etchells from Forced Entertainment. I think David had a much 
stronger kind of sense of those aesthetic strategies that those kind of artists used in 
performance. 
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MICHAEL WORKMAN interviewed by Steve Matthews 26/10/11 
 
S As I was saying, it really interested me seeing your show, because, essentially, 
the starting point was the relationship with your father, which was a similar starting 
point in terms of my own autobiographical show. I’ve talked to a number of other 
performers where the basis of the show has been a key relationship within the family. 
The other thing that interested me too, was you have been mainly working within the 
stand-up comedy circuit and most of the other storytellers have been working in 
theatres or performance venues.  So I am interested in exploring and asking you about 
this very interesting intersection between storytelling, which is not necessarily about 
stand-up comedy. It fascinated me the place you were able to take an audience both in 
the comic realm and the more serious realm and the subject matter you were dealing 
with.  So, my first question, is when did you first become interested in using your own 
life experiences as content for performance? 
 
M I guess when I came to understand that comedy probably the most direct and 
I think the highest form of art we have.  Laughter interacts so many different parts of 
the brain at once. It would seem a waste to only use it on frivolous subjects.  And 
laughter is typically evolutionary speaking a reaction to tragedy.  So, the greatest 
humour comes out of tragedy and danger and fear. So, it just seemed natural to put 
tragedy, danger and fear into a comedy show.  Even though it was largely counter 
intuitive. 
 
S So I want to focus particularly, because I’ve seen two of your shows, ‘The 
Ogre’ and the latest one ‘Mercy’ set in Cuba. Let’s just focus on ‘The Ogre’ because 
essentially it started with your relationship with your father.  What prompted you to 
even choose this subject matter? 
 
M I guess it was the most immediate at the time.   It’s not too long before I 
started comedy I was caring for my father and living with him while he was recovering 
from a major illness and I guess those issues that we had then were never fully 
resolved and I was still milling over them in my first year of stand-up so I wanted to at 
least have some kind of resolution. Even if I couldn’t have one through the 
relationship.    
 
S there was a sense of you trying to find a resolution through your writing and 
through your stand-up.  Did you find a resolution? 
 
M On a larger scale, no.  But I mean that it is the nature of a joke that you find 
these disparate and abstract conflicts and you find resolutions for them and that’s 
humour.  So I guess what I wanted to do was just expand on that and create some kind 
of resolution to the disparate and abstract things that were kind of frustrating me.   
But in the end, I discovered in the resolution of the show was that you really just have 
to go out and find a way of dealing with all these things on your own. Not expecting 
other people to come along to your resolution party as it were. 
 
S Yes, definitely I got that message that there was a whole process for you in a 
way of becoming the adult and standing on your own two feet and going OK, this is my 
  
334 
life, no matter what difficulties I’ve had in my family situation and what I’ve been 
through. There was a real journey of going ‘Here I am’. I was both fascinated and 
moved by your choice to also tell the story when you went into a psychiatric hospital 
and the experiences there.  I thought that was incredibly courageous, particularly I saw 
it in a stand-up venue and was fascinated by the reaction of the audience as well.  I’d 
just like you to reflect on that in terms of that choice and how you dealt with it and 
from your perspective, watching the audience, you warm us up with a lot of great 
comedy.  So we are seduced into this place of laughing and then you go into quite a 
serious place with this whole exploration of being in hospital. 
 
M Yes, I’m quite a bastard.  Because really, I am not interested in making people 
laugh. I am interested in making people feel something real and I can get away with 
doing that if I make them laugh first.  The laughter is really peripheral.    
 
S That’s quite a confession from a stand up because mostly my experience of 
stand up is to get as many laughs as possible, so your success is based on how much 
people laugh.  Whereas what I am hearing here, from you, there is much more concern 
and interest in telling a story and affecting people way beyond than just making them 
laugh. 
 
M But you can’t do that unless you make them laugh.  Laughter breaks down 
the inhibitions and makes people less self-conscious and more willing to accept bigger 
ideas.   If I just came out on stage and started spitting out big ideas it might be very 
interesting, but it won’t have any affect.   
 
S Was it a difficult choice particularly to talk about your experiences of being in 
hospital and going through a very difficult emotional and psychological time? 
 
M yes.  I am a very secretive person usually.  And to some extent there’s a 
shroud of ‘Is he for real or is this just part of a character who has been embellished?’ 
and I never clear up that ambiguity because then I would have to deal with the idea 
that people know things about me and I don’t like that.   
 
S I didn’t question it for a moment.   I just went this is what happened, and this 
is where he is taking us in terms of his life experience and story.  What also interested 
me was even throughout the pain of that time, there was this incredible humour.  
There was a part of you that was witnessing the whole journey. 
 
M Yes.   
 
S So what inspired you to tell this particular story? 
 
M I guess in a weird way I wanted to have some record of my father’s life.  And 
the affects it had on the people around him, especially me.  I think of that show as a 
living eulogy.   That was the spirit that I wrote it in. 
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S For me it really is a universal story because as much as I was engaged and 
enjoying your story about your relationship with your father, I was also on my own 
journey in terms of my relationship with my father. 
 
M That was a possibility that I wrote into the show that I wanted people to think 
about their own relationships with authority figures throughout their childhood.   
 
S How do you decide to tell some stories and experiences and not others? 
 
M I don’t decide. It’s decided for me. Usually what happens is, I will have almost 
like a revelatory or rapturous experience.   It’s like a semi-divine kind of thing where I 
will have a persistent image or feeling or music that just keeps bombarding me until I 
capture that somehow and extrapolate from it and write it down as a show. 
 
S This determines most of the material? 
 
M Yes. 
 
S So, tell me about the experience of performing this show the first time.  What 
was the audience reaction and what was your experience? 
 
M I had only been doing comedy for a very short time, under a year.   
 
S Back in Perth? 
 
M Yeah.  No.  I think the first time I performed it in it’s finished state was in 
Sydney Comedy Festival.  And of course, highly nerve racking as you might expect 
which is something I’ve gotten used to now but at about 10 or 11 months in a comedy 
career to be doing an hour long show autobiographical show which is not generally 
something comedians attempt first up.  But I felt I had a lot of catching up to do 
because I was 27 and so I just leapt into the deep end.   
 
S And a wonderful choice.  So have you since then, because I have only seen 
one other show recently called ‘Mercy’, written other autobiographical material?  Was 
that autobiographically based in terms of the character that you chose or did you 
invent this character? 
 
M I invented that character.  I wish you had seen the middle show which is 
perhaps more pertinent to this what we are driving here about autobiographical 
material.  It was called ‘Humans are Beautiful’ which is a work of fiction, however it is 
presented as being autobiographical.   To some extent it is.  However, the mixture of 
fake and real was so confusing that you might as well accept it for what it is.  That was 
a story about a time I became homeless and took a walk into the wilderness to find 
answers, whatever that means.  I meet a dog who is enlightened and who can talk.   He 
takes me to a war zone and we meet a girl who digs graves and we travel to this war 
zone, which is a city and the dog imparts all these different types of Zenesque wisdom 
and eventually dies of smoke inhalation whilst trying to rescue somebody from a fire.   
The point of the story was that you can take something that is untrue and make it true.   
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I started the show by saying the story is untrue and by the time the end of the show 
comes around everybody is crying over the death of the dog which is what I stated at 
the beginning, not a real dog. 
 
S So it sounds like you chose a format or form and then introduced aspects of 
other experiences to that.  You’ve kind of gone onto the next question.  You started to 
talk to me about your process to creating a show, like you mentioned one thing where 
an idea obsesses and you need to find expression for that. Talk to me more about your 
process of creating the show, particularly ‘The Ogre’ as we are focused on that but you 
can talk about other shows as well.  Also, what I have seen that is different of what you 
do is the musical element and the visual, drawing element as well. I just want to hear 
more about your creative process. 
 
M Even though there are small differences in every show and every show’s 
creative process what generally happens is I will have this overwhelming idea which 
informs them and everything that happens. What I will do is come up with like a rough 
beginning and where I want it to end and I get three giant sheets of paper marked 
Beginning, Middle and End.  It’s just as simple as arranging stories into where they fit 
on the pieces of paper and then connecting them together. 
 
S Is it an easy or difficult process for you? 
 
M I’d say that it’s getting easier as it should, I suppose.  But as that element of it 
gets easier, the complexity of the characters and the jokes has to get harder or less...I 
am back sliding, aren’t I?   
 
S When you say character, because what I see is that you, it’s Michael or a 
persona called Michael.  Talk to me about that, because you are saying it’s a character, 
but you are presenting yourself as Michael. 
 
M Maybe I am not a character but there is certainly in the stories there are 
characters and they have to be very distinct. Because a lot of the humour is derived 
from not one liners but from the characters and things that are intrinsic to them. 
 
S So there is an aspect of acting in a sense, to take on the different characters? 
 
M Absolutely. 
 
S OK you’ve got your three sheets, does it all then come down to one sheet? 
 
M Eventually it will become a 14 – 16 page script which I will then make note 
after note on and eventually I will re-edit that down and I will go through ten or twelve 
drafts and then memorization and then performance notes, blocking, lighting, music, 
art. 
 
M Do you work with a director? 
 
M No. 
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S So you are purely working by yourself on this process? 
 
M I am a maniac in that sense.  I wouldn’t let anyone else touch it. 
 
S So right up to the first performance, nobody sees it? 
 
M Yes.  The first performance is really the first performance. 
 
S That’s a lot of trust in yourself for a start.   
 
M Not really.  It’s more about, after years of experiencing comedy you get used 
to the idea of it just sucking for an hour.  It’s not really an uncomfortable thought.   
Just before you go on stage you go well, this might be shit and it will be shit for an 
hour.  Then I will get off stage and it will be fine again.   
 
S Do you ask for feedback in terms of getting people to come? 
 
M No 
 
S So if people like it they like it, if they don’t… 
 
M Well I can tell what people like and don’t like.  I am also taking in heaps of 
information from the audience as I am performing.  Even on the individual level.   So by 
the time I get off stage and go home I’ve got a whole new 3 or 4 pages of notes. 
 
S In terms of deciding what’s to be communicated through verbal jokes or 
patter as opposed to doing a drawing as opposed to singing a song. Are you 
conscious of the mix of that? 
 
M When the show is being written it’s really being written in images not in 
words.   Words are just my struggle to paint the same image I have in my head to get 
into everyone else’s head.  Occasionally there are things that don’t translate into 
words and I make them into pictures.  Apart from that it’s also good to break up the 
story with some other media. 
 
S I am interested in how the process of creating a show, particularly ‘The Ogre’ 
affected you, because you are dealing with highly personal material and to some 
extent quite highly charged material. 
 
M Initially I was very personally affected by people’s reactions to the show but 
later I realized that after a lot of maturing as a comedian and that will happen to you if 
you are doing an hour every night for a certain amount of time, I realized that really 
this is not about whether they like it or not.  People come to see you do something 
honest and important and if they don’t like that then it’s really their problem. 
 
S That’s quite a courageous statement.  So for you, it doesn’t concern you 
whether people like the show or don’t like the show or the commercial viability of it. 
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M The commercial viability of it has never been an issue.  I tend to think that if 
you are really doing something that you feel is sincere, then the people who don’t like 
that will be the people who are frightened of those things in themselves. 
 
S I agree with you.  Particularly when you are dealing with highly personal 
material that can take people into an uncomfortable place.  Which I find quite 
interesting that you are doing this in a comedy venue where people come with the 
expectation to have a good laugh and forget about all that. 
 
M That’s exactly the right place for that kind of thing because the greatest 
comedy should always weed out those little things that make us uncomfortable and 
release the tension from those things.  That’s what laughter is all about. 
 
S I don’t know of other performers within the comedy genre that are doing 
what you’re doing in comedy venues. It seems to be a merging of genres.  I see the 
kind of work that you are doing more within, not only traditional theatre, but 
performance spaces rather than comedy. It is interesting that now you have 
established yourself as a stand up to then take that shift towards becoming a story 
teller.  I think Daniel Kitson has made that shift as well. I want to go back a step, 
because you’ve talked about your process and how it affected you with the audience, I 
am also interested during the creative process, particularly with the autobiographical 
show about your father and the whole experience of caring for him.  In terms of you 
creating it how did that affect you? 
 
M With every show, it is a highly emotional process where I basically break 
down three or four times and build myself back up again. So much goes into a show 
and especially ‘The Ogre’, not only because it was so personal but because there was a 
huge hurdle in my career.  There are plenty of times where I was curled up in a ball 
crying because of the show.   I think if that didn’t happen it wouldn’t be any good 
anyway.   
 
S Thank you for sharing that because I have asked that question of everyone, 
and it resonates in terms of my own experience in writing about difficult stages of my 
own life.  Similarly, joyful stages of my life have been a lot easier to write.   Having 
gone through that process, did that enable you to be more detached when it came to 
performing it? 
 
M Yes.  There was some concern that I wouldn’t be able to perform The Ogre, 
because of the intense emotional nature of it.  But I find it may merely be the 
repetition of the script or getting a lot of that conflict resolved throughout the writing 
that made it OK in the end.  I ended up performing it and my father was in the 
audience on the last night of the run in Perth. Somehow, I managed to keep it together 
so it was fine. 
 
S I was talking to Paul Capsis about his show about his grandmother and he had 
a similar experience where he found it really hard to keep it together during the show.  
He said having the script and the discipline of getting through it really held him but 
also watching relatives and friends being affected during the show was also quite a  
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challenge.  So my next question is do you think it is important for audiences to 
experience this particularly genre of storytelling/performance and why? 
 
M That’s difficult.  I used to think so certainly.  I used to think it was incredibly 
important for people to challenge themselves and take an interest in things that 
maybe different to what they are used to but then I went to Edinburgh and I no longer 
think that this kind of thing is for everybody.   
 
S What happened? 
 
M It was a very difficult experience there.  I’d come from Melbourne and Sydney 
and Perth where my shows were doing very well and people automatically understood 
that this was a genre blending going on and didn’t have to have that explained. But I 
think there is a really strong tradition of stand-up in the UK where they believe that 
this is the only way it should be done and they are very resistant to any kind of 
blending.  So I don’t know how to approach that now.  It’s another skill I will have to 
pick up in the future. 
 
S It raises the question around context, that if, as you say, there is a particular 
limited view of what fits within this type of work, it can often be difficult to take 
people into another realm.  How has performing autobiographical material different 
and or similar to acting/performing in a play scripted by someone else, or in your case 
compare performing ‘Mercy’ to ‘The Ogre?’ 
 
M I don’t really think there is that much of a difference.   Because whether you 
are being blatantly autobiographical or whether you are telling a fictional story there 
are always going to be things that are peculiar to you, things specifically related to you. 
For the people in the audience from their perspective there is not a lot of difference 
between an autobiographical tale and a really intensely told fictional tale.  If you do it 
right.  Because all you are really connecting with is tangible characters.  Sure, I might 
be standing on a stage right now but you have no evidence at least physically that I 
was ever a child or living with my father or interacting with my mother in this way or 
that.   You have to rely on me to tell you those things.  So really me telling you those 
things in an autobiographical sense is just as strong as me telling you there is a Cuban 
dissident in 1962 on a boat full of cabbages. 
 
S Yes, because I believed you as well. Maybe I wanted to believe you because 
it’s such a great story. 
 
M Well you have to create that want to believe. 
 
S That raises the question that it’s really a matter of belief as the performer in 
terms of belief in the material. 
 
M Well it’s all performance, everything we do is performance, that guy is 
performing right now.  Everything that is happening is some kind of performance, if he 
wasn’t performing, who knows what he would be doing.  He could be crying,  
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masturbating in the corner who knows what you would really do if the performance 
fell down. 
 
S This is a potent subject.  My initial working title for this research is 
Performing your Life.  I see that from my own experience that I have taken on certain 
roles or have learnt to take on certain roles to survive in my life.  Do you ever see or do 
you experience a point when you are not in a role or not performing? 
 
M No. Certainly not. 
 
S Even alone? 
 
M Even alone.  Everything you do, it’s like walking into an improv scene.  It’s like 
a game of freeze tag or something and it’s like if you walk on a train there’s all these 
characters already on the train, you don’t know any of them and you have to adapt 
your behaviour the more you find out about them.  They might be dangerous or this 
person is insane.  So really you are in a constant state of altering your character and 
your performance and adapting your emotional reactions.  So, I don’t see why we can’t 
change them at will.  Or have somebody change them for you for the purposes of 
experiencing a new type of story. 
 
S  You have used an example of when we’re in public. Do you see that within 
our intimate trusted relationships.  Do we ever drop the mask? 
 
M I don’t know if mask is the right word because that implies that there is 
something underneath.   Can it not be just that we are the mask?   That we are ever 
changing. Why do we have to be objectively still somewhere underneath it all.  Why 
can’t we just be constantly fluid.  A friend said a good analogy; that every human being 
is like walking up to a mirror and then smashing the mirror, picking up the shards off 
the ground and saying “Which one of these is me?”  It’s all you, of course, you just 
float between them all.  So in a relationship I don’t feel that we ever let down those 
things but if you are mature and intelligent, you can see that your partner is just going 
through different phases of themselves and you should just try and accept all of them.   
 
S I like that analogy around acceptance.  OK you have these particular roles 
that you play and I am getting to know them and I am getting to know how to play 
when you are in this role as opposed to that role.    
 
M You’re not a person who can be defined as one thing, you are a spectrum and 
you maybe all of those things at different times but you are never all of them at once.  
So it’s not always true to say you are always determined and ambitious, same as it’s 
not always true to say you are always lazy and stupid.   
 
S Yes, there is always the flip side of that particular role.  I understand this 
point of view. The only thing I would question around it is what I see in a baby, where 
they are simply existing.  There isn’t a sense of a role it’s playing, up to 2 or 3 years old 
when they definitely start mirroring their parents performances as such.  I guess the  
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question is, and it’s probably my own question about the existence of an essential 
nature. 
 
M Like something pre-determined?   
 
S I don’t know even whether it’s pre-determined. I see a baby just exists and 
it’s just experiencing.  There isn’t a sense of performing.  There’s a sense of simply 
‘experiencing’. 
 
M Maybe they’re just really bad actors. 
 
S They haven’t learnt yet.  Well I think it’s learnt -performance is learnt. 
 
M That’s why babies are so annoying.  They are constantly crying.   If it was 
socially acceptable for me to act like a baby I would.  So I have way more to cry about 
than a baby has to cry about - and yet I am not allowed to because I’m a performer.  I 
have to keep my eye on the game. 
 
S With a baby, there is also a lot of joy there, spontaneity, not just crying. So 
who are the performers/story tellers that you admire and why?  It could be in another 
genre. 
 
M As far as stand ups go I like Louis CK, Dylan Moran and I like Daniel Kit son of 
course. 
 
S Why? 
 
M He’s really the only comparable figure in the industry that I know of.  I’ve met 
him many times and he’s a very intelligent man and very dedicated to his art so even 
on that professional level. 
 
S Have you come across Mike Biribiglia? 
 
M Mike Biribiglia -yes.   
 
S I saw similarities there.  In terms of him taking very direct life experiences.  
The show I saw was about his girlfriend.  It was a story about adolescence.  She already 
had a boyfriend, so somehow he had fantasized that he was the boyfriend, which he 
wasn’t. He was basically using his life experience.  Have you seen Mike Daisey? 
 
M  No 
 
S I think he’s got much more of an investment in terms of politics, but he 
definitely is grounded in his own experience around the subject matter.  I just want to 
focus a bit more on Mercy because it is the last show that I saw.  Why this subject 
matter?  You went on a particular journey, if you thought about it dramatically, to take 
your character away from everywhere else and everyone else and left them  
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completely on their own in the middle of the ocean with a bunch of cabbages, 
dramatically it’s literally pushing the boat way way out. 
 
M Well the greatest conflict and triumphant stuff happens inside your own 
head.  I think the highest conflict and the most interesting stuff is not happening 
between external characters and individuals it’s happening inside your own soul.   I 
was interested in attaching this in this show because the main character, Augustus, is 
very conflicted over what is morally right and did he act ethically considering freedom 
of speech versus taking care of his new family.   
 
S Was that the initial idea or obsession that you had to look at that particular 
human dilemma? 
 
M No. that happened quite organically.  The initial thing was, I had a very strong 
image of a Cuban man sitting in a boat full of cabbages.  That’s what obsessed me. 
Really I had very little interest in Cuba in the early 60’s.  Of course, the more I 
researched it the more interesting it became but, to be honest, it just sets a scene and 
that’s all. It’s a good parallel between issues of freedom of speech today. 
 
S Will you take on doing another more direct autobiographical show at some 
point? 
 
M There will certainly be more autobiographical elements coming up.  I am 
writing another show right now which is really a straight stand-up show, but it will be 
stand up that’s based around more personal observations and self-examination. 
 
S I get the feeling from seeing your shows that you are quite comfortable with 
self-examination and allowing yourself to dissect your own personal dilemmas.  I think 
that’s a very powerful place to write and perform from because I think we all do that 
but whether we have the courage to acknowledge it and publicly speak about it and 
express it. 
 
M Yes.  I think that’s a very important function of art is that art never ages. It 
captures an emotion or a moment or some kind of human quality for all time so that 
no matter how far away you get from the day to day there are still relevant things that 
people can connect with.  That’s why it’s so important because you can always learn 
something from it or empathize with it or feel something you haven’t felt before. 
 
S Is there anything else that you have thought about during the interview or 
you want to discuss around particularly The Ogre and your work? 
 
M No. 
 
S Ok  Great. 
 
M You’re left handed. 
 
S Yes. Thank you so much for your time and I feel like I’ve got a lot of really 
good material here.  I’ve done seven of these interviews so far and it’s been 
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fascinating. Each person has their own particular process and also different reasons 
and drives for wanting to put their life out on the stage.    
 
M I wonder if audiences know how much thought performers really put into 
these kinds of things. 
 
S I don’t think so.  I was talking to a colleague and she said once you’ve finished 
the Doctorate you should actually put all these interviews into a book because they are 
absolutely fantastic in terms of acknowledging what an incredibly thorough and 
mindful process it is.  I think we all have the content, everyone’s life can be made 
interesting in some way. But I think the process of taking that and transforming it into 
a work of art so that it’s not just about sentimentalism or nostalgia and that it actually 
does affect people. 
 
M You never tell your story, you tell everyone else’s story through yourself.   
 
S However it has to be specific though. 
 
M Oh yeah.  But I mean that you just need to understand, I think, that when I 
am talking about when I am performing 'Humans are Beautiful', these are things that 
are happening to me but actually they are your experiences. 
 
M Definitely.  I think that’s where you take your audience on this journey so that 
there’s a real sense of identification.  Which must have been a shock for you in 
Edinburgh where they didn’t want to go there. 
 
M They were terrified to go there. 
 
S How did they manifest that and show it? 
 
M They became very angry and shouting at me and walking out. 
 
S Oh my goodness.  Was that upsetting? 
 
M It was hugely upsetting not because I can’t believe you don’t like my art, but 
more because I can’t believe you are so frightened to hear the message that you are 
beautiful that you would react in this way.   What does that say about the world? 
 
S I’d be interested to know what age was the audience?  Was it a younger 
audience? 
 
M Yeah.   
 
S Do you think perhaps that Australian audiences are more open and 
receptive? 
 
 
M I think Australian audiences have less basis of comparison for what stand-up 
should be and therefore are more willing to accept different, blacker styles. 
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S Which could be a good thing. 
 
M It’s a very good thing as it turns out. 
 
S For you as an artist it gives you a lot more freedom to experiment here in a 
sense. 
 
M Especially being established as somebody who does that kind of thing.   I can 
now go even further and people will be willing to accept it I find. 
 
S If you went back to Edinburgh, would you choose different material? 
 
M I am still deciding.  I feel that I have an ethical dilemma there because on the 
one hand it was an extraordinarily stressful and emotional draining experience.  Not 
just for me but for everybody who does it.  It’s quite famously very stressful.  On the 
other hand, I feel like I should really be able to make this concept work across the 
board.  I want to show people there, these different concepts as much as I want to 
show them here and I want to them to understand that and take it on board. 
 
M Do you think perhaps, because you were promoted within the world of stand 
up doing this particular show, there was a whole expectation there? 
 
M that didn’t help.   
 
S I don’t think the problem is the material, the problem is the way it was 
marketed and certain expectations around that . 
 
M Yeah and I think the time slot didn’t help, it was a late time slot.  Even so, if 
you have a strong enough product you should be able to rise above all that. 
 
S Do you see yourself, because I am thinking about people like Paul Capsis or 
William Yang who do autobiographical material, they tend to perform in theatres.  Do 
you see yourself there? 
 
M Yes 
 
S Great because I think there’s a much wider audience for your work. 
 
M Ideally it would be nice to perform in theatres, mostly. 
 
S You would come under the category of Australian content in terms of live 
performance and storytelling.  Your story is just as valid as Paul Capsis talking about his 
Great Grandmother.  Yet you’ve just happened to be telling those stories within the 
context of the comedy circuit.  Whereas others who are doing similar work to you, well 
it’s autobiographical, not similar in that it doesn’t have the same level of comedic  
content and complexity.  I see no reason why you can’t shift into performing in the 
same venues that they perform in. 
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M Well stand-up is my bread and butter, not just financially but also creatively, 
because is that is where you learn to manipulate people.  That is where you come to 
understand what works and what doesn’t work and how far you can go and how to 
convince people to a certain point.  You can’t do that through any other medium.  So 
while I find the blend of the drama and the pathos and the philosophy and all that is 
hugely important if you want to get a point across it’s just as important that you work 
on the stand-up and make it workable in a club setting.  Because that’s what people 
will come to and listen to. 
 
S You are in quite an exciting place in terms of your work because you’ve 
already carved out a niche in terms of stand-up but you are pushing the boundaries 
there so it’s a time to look at how you can retain your strengths and still go well OK 
what other areas can I move this into.  Have you heard of Spalding Gray? 
 
M Yes 
 
S I think he was in a similar territory to some extend and I think he seems to be 
the original inspiration for a lot of performers, comics who work in this particular 
genre.  There’s a very good doco that Stephen Soderberg made a few years ago, which 
never got released in cinemas here. It’s worth seeing.  Ok- I always leave the recorder 
on as long as possible as there are always these gems that arise after the interview is 
officially over! 
 
M Great. 
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WILLIAM ZAPPA interviewed by Steve Matthews 1/11/11  
 
S William, thank you so much for making the time to talk about your show 
‘Winter’s Discontent’.  It’s over a year now since I saw it at Darlinghurst Theatre. 
 
W July/August 2010 
 
S The first question I need to ask you, because my context is about solo 
autobiographically based performance work, is how much of this is autobiographical 
and can we even put it in this genre? 
 
W It’s autobiographical in that, it is the life of an actor, I guess.  Until the play I’d 
never done a one-man show. So I wrote my own one-man show. 
 
S What inspired you to do that? 
 
W The actual inspiration for the play I remember very clearly, I was doing the 
10th anniversary of Les Miserables, playing Tenardier, which I had done previously and 
I was in my dressing room, the last scene that I was in was the ballroom scene and I 
was sitting there, I had about ten minutes and I was sitting there with my makeup, a 
white powdered face and rosy cheeks, and the music was coming over the tanoy.  I 
was bored out of my tits I suppose, looking at my face in the mirror and I very slowly 
started changing the expression, while the music was going on, and I just went ‘Oh 
man, what an amazingly theatrical thing.’  This very, very slow change of expression 
because every time I blinked it was a new look. 
 
S So it came from the visual. 
 
W Very much so.  I thought I want to write a play that has that in it and because 
it’s such a theatrical thing I thought it’s got to be a play about an actor.  I suppose by 
any sort of standards, I’ve had a successful career in terms of the amount of work I 
have done.  The frequency of which I work and the sort of roles I’ve played. But I have 
also had times when I’ve been out of work and I’ve been really depressed about it and 
also a feeling that I know that I share with so many other actors, and that is never 
quite getting to where you want to get.  So, there are elements of that which are sort 
of autobiographical, elements within the play - autobiographical with a little twist.  So, 
for example, in the play, towards the end he talks about some of the things he did at 
drama school, doing animal study and yes, I did animal studies and I did do a spider 
which is what Robert Winter refers to what he did at drama school. The climax of the 
piece, the theatrical climax of the piece, where he does a piece called White Face, 
where I do to that wonderful piece to the music by Michael Nyman.  I remember we 
did a mask workshop at drama school, which was basically a neutral mask, so I took 
that idea because I had to justify the white face that Tenardier was wearing. The 
character that Robert Winter plays is based on Tenardier, inspired by him, in a 
postmodern play that’s won lots and lots of awards which Robert thinks is a load of 
crap.  So again, there is another element, which is based on something that actually 
happened to me, which was having to do neutral mask work. Of course, the wonderful  
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thing about neutral mask is that it doesn’t change expression but a tilt of the head, 
shifts it completely.   So there were similarities with the idea of the white face and a 
very, very slowly changing expression, which gradually becomes more and more frantic 
and mad.  Leading to his final apology to his son. 
 
S What about on the personal level, I mean is the character a similar age to 
you? 
 
W Yes, very much.   You may remember there is a big argument with his wife, 
well you tell me any actor who’s not had that argument. 
 
S So it was based not only on your own experience but talking to other actors. 
 
W Absolutely. 
 
S Members of the community of actors. 
 
W And witnessing the peripheral edges of those sorts of arguments, I know 
where that’s going.  And, things like the discussion with the agent.  Every actor has the 
same “Oh God, when am I going to get something that’s really worth doing instead of 
the voice overs.” 
 
S Although the character has a particular ethical stance.  Is that informed by 
your own ethical stance and politics? 
 
W Yea very much so.  I mean up until relatively recently, I had never done a 
voice over.  I’d never gone in to do commercials at all.  The reason being, being a bit of 
a left-wing humanist or whatever I am - and being an environmentalist and concerned 
about society and all that stuff, the idea of selling things, making people want more 
than they need is something I find fairly appalling. And you actually get asked to do a 
commercial for whatever it is, let’s say $10,000 and you don’t know what the script is 
until you get there or the night before. You can only say no, so many times before your 
agent gets into trouble “well I thought he was going to come but he’s not.”  So I found 
it quite a morally hard area to go into, to do voiceovers.  I do believe I’ve probably lost 
several hundred dollars, being precious if you like, and I have in the last three years I 
submitted my voice,  
shall I say, for half a dozen voiceovers and, I  think, two of them accepted.   But I’m not 
particularly phased by that for my career.    
 
S But there was a very strong understanding of that conflict of trying to survive 
as an actor and trying to maintain your financial commitments in terms of a family and 
a mortgage and then also one’s own inner beliefs and values. 
 
W I suppose I came to voiceovers right from the very start of my career, thinking 
they were evil.   Whereas, Robert has been doing them and he is now questioning the 
value of doing them in terms of the environment, ‘his responsibility to the planet and 
humanity’, I think he says. 
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S I noticed that you dedicated the show to one of your children. 
 
W To Asha, yes.   I’ve only got the one. 
 
S Can you talk about that?  Was that a part of the creative process in terms of 
and did that relate to the character’s relationship with his son? 
 
W The relationship in the play that Robert has with his son and he refers to 
himself right at the end as the absentee father and sure, dramatically in the play, I 
wanted to make it something really substantial, to create such a dramatic moment for 
the character, but the idea of the son and something terrible happening to him is 
actually based on the son of a friend of mine who didn’t commit suicide but damaged 
himself quite dramatically through drugs and stuff like that and I also know that as a 
father when I was away, when Asha was very young it caused problems.  It caused a lot 
of distress for her, I’d come home for a weekend say, and that first day I was there it 
was bloody magnificent and then the next day, the moment she woke up, she knew I 
was leaving and I’d be punished. 
 
S Firstly, I want to say it’s a wonderful show, not just in terms of the writing but 
also your performance and what I particularly liked is that it’s got so many levels and 
layers to it, in terms of portraying the life of the actor.  But it’s also about celebrating 
the craft of the actor. 
 
W Which is really important. 
 
S Of course, as well as looking at a human being, an actor or anyone, with 
these ethical dilemmas as well as the personal tragedy of losing a child.  And having to 
continue on, that the show must go on.  There were a lot of different layers in that.  So 
what I am interested in hearing about is how you got to that- to the show that I saw. 
Where did you start ?  You told me you had that initial image. I am interested in the 
creative process and the process of constructing the show. 
 
W It was quite a long process.  It started towards the 10th anniversary of  
Les Miserable in 1999 and I wrote down just some initial ideas. I think I may  
     
have written 3 or 4 pages. I can’t remember if it was ideas.  I knew I wanted the stage 
manager to be all of the other voices of the tanoy so that I could have other characters 
in the play. 
 
S A wonderful device. One of the big challenges of a solo show is how do you 
create the conflict. 
 
W One thing I definitely wanted was, and I knew this from the start, I wanted it 
to be a play, like any other play, where the audience are witnesses.  They are not the 
other person being talked to and most one-person shows, use the audience, as the 
other person.  I specifically wanted it to be a fourth wall and you are sitting watching.  
There is one moment when he breaks out of it when he pretends the audience, where 
he does an excerpt from the play and he pretends the audiences are the judges in the  
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play. So there were several things I knew I wanted right from the start. I kept telling 
everybody I’ve had this brilliant idea for a play, I’ve started writing this amazing play! 
 
About 2002, Catherine, my wife at the time, when I was going off to Melbourne to do a 
show, she said “Listen, take that fucking play and finish it.  Don’t keep fucking talking 
about it!”  So I took her advice and the play I was doing down there which was 
‘Honour’, once that opened I started writing. 
 
S Had you written before? 
 
W I’d written poetry for most of my life, certainly my adult life. There was a play 
many years ago call ‘Female Parts’ and I remember something made me very angry 
about it and so I thought I am going to write a play called ‘Four Male Parts’ and it was 2 
monologues and a duet for the same two actors and that’s somewhere in the draw 
still. It will never get done.  So I had dabbled with the idea of writing a play.  But I 
started writing it the first day the play opened and I wrote the first draft in a week.    
Then, while I was in Melbourne, I fiddled around with it a bit. I think I tried to get 
funding for it and couldn’t.  But then what happened was, I came back here and 
Catherine, I think it was her idea, said ‘Why don’t you do a reading of it?’ Invite a few 
friends over here, and she read all the stage manager, and we did it here.  And, it went 
very well and then I did a few more drafts. 
 
S So you did here in your kitchen/living room? 
 
W The backroom.  So it was a little home performance.  My best male buddy, 
Patrick Dickson, an actor who belongs to Opunsky’s, with John O’Hare had a set up 
with Sydney University to use their performing space there.  Patrick said ‘Look- let’s 
see if we can do a workshop. Maeliosa Stafford will direct it and I’ll organize people to 
come.”  So we workshopped it for a week and I think we had about 40 people turn up 
for the actual performance.  So I  
 
was asking them ‘Do you have any ideas, do you want to talk about the play?’  So that 
was fantastic to do that. 
 
S So in the week of workshopping, were there changes within that? 
 
W   Oh yeah.  
 
S That doesn’t work, that works, we need to adapt that. 
 
W There was quite a bit of that -not a huge amount, I have to say there weren’t 
a huge amount of changes to the script.  I few little bits got added.  Maeliosa came up 
with some very good jokes.   Which got put in. The one about the mobile phone  “I 
hate it.  I won it in a draw and now I keep it in a drawer.’  That was one of his. Then it 
was interesting having a discussion with the audience afterwards because you sort of 
realized that the process that people go through, when they are giving you an opinion, 
can sort of focus on different things.  So for example, the feedback that I got the most 
out of, was:  “It isn’t very clear…”  or “I thought it was really great, the way that linked  
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up with…”  The suggestions that aren’t helpful are things like “I think it would have 
been really great if you…”  “I’d like to have known more about the relationship with 
Danny, the son.”   And you have to weigh them all up and as somebody said to me, 
“You actually have to write the play you want to write.  You can’t write the play that 
other people want.” 
 
S Do you feel you have done that? 
 
W Oh yes, very much .     
 
S So you got to the end of that process and then thought ‘OK I believe this 
piece has value, where can I do it?’   
 
W Adelaide fringe festival was coming up.  I had enough money to pay for a 
week.  So I went down there with Catherine, my ex- wife, and we did a week’s worth of 
shows. I had some leaflets printed and I am standing out on the street handing them 
out. At one stage, I thought to myself “I can’t fucking believe this, I’m 52 years old 
handing out leaflets to a show nobody is going to come and see,”  
 
S So this was big step out of your own self-concept? 
 
W Very much so. But it was also very exciting, genuinely exciting because…. 
 
S Because it’s your first solo piece? 
 
W Yes.  My first piece to do solo and the first piece I had written- so it  
was all very exciting.  But one of the interesting things I experienced in Adelaide, doing 
it at the Fringe, was because the piece was like almost a new born, I was, even during 
the show, I was still writing. So a speech, would go off and I actually lost my place 
several times because I was improvising thinking “I think I can take this a bit further”.  
Almost after every show I would do a little re-write. Then out of that, a fabulous 
woman who was the director of the Fringe, she loved it and I asked her if she would 
drop a line to Valeo Gantner, who was the director of the Dublin Fringe, who I had 
mentioned the play to and I asked her ‘Would you send him an email and say you 
should have it?’  He decided to have it, so I got invited to take it to Dublin.   There was 
no money for publicity, I could only afford to do it for a week. The audiences, I think 
the biggest house I had in Dublin was thirty, the biggest in Adelaide about thirty. But I 
knew by the feedback I was getting if I had it for another week there I would probably 
have been full houses.   
 
S But it’s a show that can work with a small or big audience. 
 
W Yes, the only constraint on it in terms of the theatre is that it is better if most 
of the people are in front of you, because of all the stuff in the mirror, and that sort of 
transformation. Then I did it at the Ensemble.  I came back from Dublin and Maeliosa 
Stafford, with Opunsky's Theatre, said ‘Let’s take it to Sandra Bates and see if she’d be 
interested in it.’  So we sent it to her. We rang her a month later and she said ‘Come in 
and have a drink and a chat.’ We went in and she was talking very enthusiastically  
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about it but it sounded as if she would be very interested in seeing another draft. But it 
wasn’t that at all, it was ‘We’ve got to do it. We want to do it.’ So she was right on ball 
and I had my six week season there at the Ensemble in 2006.  It had a good run there. 
 
S I’m just going to back up a bit. You’ve talked about the process of creating it. 
How did this process actually affect you? We’ve established you did draw on quite a lot 
of autobiographical material as well as biographical. What was your emotional journey 
through this in terms of the creation of the piece because there’s quite personal 
moments in it. 
 
W Yeah. 
 
S Did you feel you were playing a ‘character’ ? How much of the character is 
you?  There’s a fine line here. 
 
W Yes there is a very fine line and I actually don’t know what the answer to that 
is, to be honest.  It’s a bit like this character I am playing over at the Ensemble at the 
moment, it’s so close to me on some level because it requires me to use a lot of skills 
and I think that was the great thing about Robert. You said earlier, I wanted it to be a 
celebration of the craft and so  
my years as a movement teacher, for example, that’s what I wanted to be part of the 
piece.  This transformation.  So it’s something I do, transform.  Or I can do depending 
on the role so yes, it was there in the piece.  Things like the argument with the wife, 
the argument with the agent, I’ve never been quite so bold with my agent as Robert is 
with his.  I was in therapy for a while, so there’s an element of experience of being in 
therapy.  That’s why I wanted him to be in therapy, although for completely different 
reasons. 
 
S That’s really clear, in those different moments, there’s an authenticity. 
 
W Yeah, about the moments he experiences. 
 
S OK.  So you’ve now performed it six weeks at the Ensemble. How you are 
seeing it affecting the audience and the kind of feedback that you’re getting in terms 
of not only the content but the actual design of the show?  Here is one actor holding 
the audience. 
 
W As you know I did it last year at the Darlinghurst Theatre and before that I 
had a season of four shows at the Riverside Theatre, Parramatta, four shows in Byron 
Bay and two weeks at the Street Theatre in Canberra. I’ll give you an example. The 
value of the piece for me personally.  The night after opening night in Canberra, at the 
Street Theatre, there was an envelope on my dressing table and there was a card 
inside.  “Dear William Zappa, blah blah blah, I’m sitting here thinking about the reviews 
I am going to write on your show.  And I don’t really know where to begin. I tell you 
why, because, I’ve had cancer for the last few years and I am still teaching and 
everyday has been an absolute struggle. Then I saw the play last night and I realized 
like Robert, I can go on. It doesn’t matter how bad it is”.  
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I burst into tears.  I’ve made something that one person has gone ‘I am not going to 
feel sorry for myself.  I’m actually going to carry on.’  I know from other people who 
have talked to me after the show, it’s really touched people on different levels.  Some 
have been blown away by the theatricality of it. But everybody is touched by it. What I 
have also really loved is that it is not just theatre people, or people who go to the 
theatre a lot who think “Oh yes, this is about theatre. We know what it’s all about.”  I 
got people with nothing to do with theatre whatsoever but they do work away from 
home a lot and miss their family. They know their family have suffered. They maybe 
want to be the great architect, they’ve only been a mediocre architect. They’ve always 
worked but never achieved that goal.   
 
S  So they’d reached a point in their marriage… 
 
W Absolutely. I think of Robert in many ways as an Everyman character. I don’t 
think that’s pushing it too much because I know there are so many  
aspects of all of our lives that we share. We share them and it just so  
happens this character is displaying it in public. 
 
S In terms of feedback from other actors, because it’s a very powerful piece 
about the life of the actor. It shows a lot that people don’t see in terms of the reality of 
the struggle to get work and what happens when you are out of work. Also, the 
amount of training and the years of work that goes into a trained actor to be able to 
work professionally. What did other actors have to say about the show? 
 
W ‘Amazing! Oh my God you’re wonderful.’ A lot of them have said ‘My God, 
that is very very painful.’ Because they recognize the life of an actor and this is what 
they experience. ‘Oh my God, that’s right-that’s what I put myself through. I put myself 
through wanting to be in work and not getting work. I put myself through accepting 
really cruddy jobs when really what I want to do is something of value!’ And I have to 
say, I have had fantastic support in terms of the display of the physical and vocal skills. 
It’s been really good.  Fabulous.  And I love young actors coming to see it.  Ok there’s 
the bar, try and jump that!  Oh God, I am getting so arrogant in my old age. 
 
S It seems though you had created these devices in the show that enabled you 
to show different aspects or different parts of Robert.  Even taking the character from 
the musical, from Les Miserables, Tenardier, and by becoming him, it physicalised and 
manifested that part of Robert. 
 
W Yes, I was playing Tenardier at the time, so it was a way of honouring that. I 
also had received two major awards for that work and because the character requires 
basically all of the skills to actually be able to do that as a transformation for an 
audience, which they don’t get to see. Again, this was one of the things I was excited 
about doing the piece. People are fascinated about what goes on backstage or in a 
dressing room because they never see it. You go to the theatre, you’re sitting in your 
seat and on comes a character. You don’t know that 5 minutes before hand they were 
sitting there maybe trying to remember lines or having to re-do half their makeup. 
That insight, I think, is one of the voyeuristic pleasures for an audience. 
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S Yes, and behind that I think it gave us, as an audience, a vehicle to show the 
insides of this character.  The device of talking to the wig, it gave us that insight about 
what was happening in the character’s head. It was the dialogue in his head. That’s 
what fascinated me, in terms of my own work. How do you get those different voices 
externalized? So for me, it was fascinating to see how you did that with the wig, and 
the stage manager, becoming those different characters. In a way, they were just an 
externalization of your own inner voices.  
 
W Very much so.  The only true voice there was the Stage Manager  
giving the calls, but as soon as she starts having a conversation through a loud speaker, 
she’s not the Stage Manager anymore, she’s his own imaginings. Telling him off about 
not having a mobile phone or becoming the wife, the psychiatrist, the agent. 
 
S  And also is a representative of youth, young people and young people’s 
ideas.  I was also fascinated with … 
 
W You remember a lot about the show, don’t you? 
 
S Well I came to see it twice and then I’ve written about it, so I have used it as 
a vehicle of exploring my own ideas. For me, I was interested in Monsieur Tenardier 
being also used as a mouthpiece for capitalism and greed. I thought that was a very 
powerful tool in terms of representing a particular political and economic point of 
view. I am interested in where you sit with that in terms of you own personal politics. 
 
W I mean there are some interesting aspects to it.  One is, I was thinking to 
myself as I was writing the piece- I mean, Robert’s just had this big whinge about this 
monosyllabic, post-modern crap. And he refers to it and he tells Mr. T off for being 
such an arsehole and all that stuff. I thought I’ve actually got to do a bit from the play.  
I can’t just keep saying what a load of crap you are, I’ve got to do a bit from the play 
because this is an award-winning play and I’m saying it’s a load of crap. It’s fucking 
terrible and it’s all monosyllabic. Oh Fuck. Right, OK, “There there, there is a need etc” 
(quote)  
That’s how the thing about being in front of the judges came up, because that’s not in 
Les Miserables. But I wanted him, because he is this chameleon sort of character, to be 
humble and all of that sort of stuff and then to turn really nasty. The piece had to go, 
within the two or three minutes that it lasts, on a journey where you end up as an 
audience member going ‘Oh shit, the idea of sitting there for an hour and forty 
minutes listening to this guy going “you’re a load of cunts, shit from bums” and all 
that.’  So that little piece had to have that journey.  The irony is, of course, that it also 
had to be good.  So that the audience actually see Robert Winter transform into the 
character and think ‘Wow this is interesting.’ 
 
S I saw it last year, still in the middle of the Global Financial Crisis. We view any 
performance through the cultural and political eyes that we have and through 
referring to the situation in our own lives and in our own country globally.  To me, 
Tenardier was like this representation of capitalist greed and what had been 
happening on Wall Street. When you wrote it you probably had no idea of that. 
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W Not at all.  But, I mean we mentioned earlier about my left leaning 
background and so yes, very much. Tenardier is basically a scumbag who ran an inn.  
He robbed people, pickpocketed, all sorts of things. But he was part of the poor and 
the reason the poor are poor is because the system keeps them so. That’s very 
important that the piece did have a political edge. 
 
S And relatable to contemporary issues. 
 
W Well I think there are echoes. 
 
S Do you think it’s important for audiences to experience this particular genre 
of storytelling performance and why?  I mean we are talking about solo 
autobiographical based, but we’re a little bit distant from that because we have 
established that Robert is not exactly you, but there are elements of you. 
 
W  I guess, I don’t know. I mean the idea of people going and seeing somebody 
tell their own story, I don’t know what it would be like, because it’s been many years 
since I’ve been to see a solo piece, where the audience are talked to. They are the 
other people who the actor is doing the piece for. 
 
S What other solo shows have you seen? 
 
W Oh it’s been so bloody long since I’ve seen one. 
 
S Did you see Spalding Gray years ago? 
 
W No.  I’ve seen William Yang’s stuff, but I don’t know what category I would 
put that in. 
 
S It’s within the autobiographical genre. 
 
W I’m talking about it as a piece of theatre. A friend of mine wrote a show after 
she did a trip to India, which I saw. It was very entertaining and I can’t remember how 
much she referred to the audience.  So I don’t know.  It’s quite interesting to hear on 
the radio people talking about going into communities and getting people to tell their 
stories and the value that may have. Things like the bush fires or the Newcastle 
earthquake when you get verbatim theatre coming out of it and where there is a lot of 
autobiographical stuff that goes into the story. I think it is important. In fact, Robert 
says it at one point in the play, “I thought it was about us telling our stories to each 
other. “ That’s what theatre is about. Sharing - to help us understand ourselves.  So I 
think there is a lot of value in it. I saw that play that was on at the Drama Theatre ‘I am 
my Own Wife.’  It was really good. A really interesting piece -but again addressing the 
audience directly 
 
S  Have you seen Mike Daisey, who’s been in Sydney with his solo show about 
Apple and Steve Jobs?  What I see with what you have done with this show is that 
there is another whole element here with the way you have crafted and shaped the 
show. You have transposed it out of William Zappa telling stories about himself and  
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other actors. You’ve transposed it into an imaginary theatrical setting, which in some 
ways, I think has given it another life and given it a whole other set of possibilities 
beyond just the personal.   
 
W I am hoping.. A producer came up to me after the production at the Darlo 
and said they wanted to take it on board. They’ve tried to get the tour happening here, 
but to no avail. So I am in the process of talking to an old acquaintance who lives in the 
US, who is very keen on the piece. I am hoping I might get it there next year or the 
year after. To take it on a university tour around the States would be fantastic, 
especially universities that have a good Drama department.  I am hoping it’s going to 
have another life. 
 
S So you see it has another life? 
 
W Let’s put it this way.  At some stage I’ve got to let it go, just go ‘Here’s the 
script, it’s available you want to do it, do it.’ 
 
S Do you think another actor could do this? 
 
W Well of course, absolutely.  I hope they can.  I actually did think at one stage 
that I should send a copy of it to every actor who has ever played Tenardier and if I 
wasn’t such a lazy sod or interested in so many other things, I would have done that 
years ago.   
 
S Have you had it published? 
 
W No. I tried to get Currency Press to do it but for some reason they didn’t want 
to do it.  Don’t ask me why. 
 
S That’s surprises me. 
 
W Me too and disappoints me. 
 
S From this experience, do you see the possibility of other solo shows? 
 
W I’m not sure. I have written another play which I thought was going to have a 
life, but I have to see if I can get some funding for it.  But that’s four characters. It was 
going to be a one woman show. I thought- OK I’ve done one for me, I’m going to write 
one for an old woman.  That was going to be the idea but I started writing it and then 
these other characters kept knocking on the inside of my laptop “Let us out” so it 
became a four hander.  I certainly want to write more but I can’t anticipate what it’s 
going to be. 
 
S So you are quite open when you start the writing process?  
   
W Well this other play, I had an idea of what I wanted it to be about.  And I’ve 
got something else that I’ve got an idea of what I want it to be about but I’m not quite  
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sure. It couldn’t be a one person show.  It will be quite political I think.  I don’t know.  I 
just have to find the time now. 
 
S Well it sounds like you’ve been very busy. Is there anything sitting there in 
the back of your mind that you want to say about the process of creating the show or 
the process of performing the show. Looking back, what’s been the key learning for 
you in terms of your own development as an actor and writer ? Has it helped you find 
your voice as a writer? 
 
W Yes. I would say ‘Definitely’. But the learning curve has been very much 
around the whole thing of producing it and trying to get people interested in it. You 
may remember in the play he does have a little bit of a rant about government funding 
for the arts and of course I have just made a submission to the Arts Nation that Simon 
Crean (Minister for the Arts) has been asking submissions for - which is all about 
affordability. You know I’ve had a bee in my bonnet about the affordability of theatre 
for quite a few years now. 
 
S That came through very strongly in the show. I think you made a comment 
that the budget for marketing is ten times the budget of what the actor is being paid. 
 
W Of what I get paid, yeah. The newspapers get more each week for advertising 
the show than I do for doing it. I mean, I think it is a fairly major problem but I do have 
that feeling. You know how something happens and everybody goes ‘What the fuck’. 
But it keeps happening just long enough so you actually go ‘Well that’s normal now. 
isn’t it? ‘ It’s normal is it to pay $90 to see a play at the Opera House by the STC? That’s 
what the show I’m currently in ‘Loot’ costs on a Saturday night. So it’s now normal to 
expect to pay to see a state subsidized theatre company?  Balls. It should be $30 
maximum to my way of thinking. Similar to the Darlinghurst Theatre, where, if you are 
18 or you have a concession card, you can go for $20. 
 
S There is a message in the show about the valuing of the role of the creative 
artist, the actor, the storyteller in our community.  It came through very strongly and 
there was quite a bit of energy and heat behind that.  I got a sense that this is William’s 
passion. 
 
W Well, there’s a lot of stuff. The play is filled with things that I feel passionate 
about.  I feel passionate about the relationship between a father and his child, when 
you are taken away a lot. I feel passionate about the arguments you have with your 
partner about the value of your work just because you happen to have six months out 
of work.  I’ll never forget the time, I’d had six months out of work and my wife at the 
time was on a very good salary. We’d had so many bloody arguments about me not 
earning  
money I actually ended up going and delivering pizzas for a few weeks just to earn $60 
a week.  And I forgot to say, “Well hang on, in the previous six months I earned 
$50,000, isn’t that of value?”  Sorry, that’s getting onto the personal side but that sort 
of passion…. 
 
S Well, this is absolutely real.  This is the reality that a lot of people don’t 
understand -the reality of the working life of the actor. We’re looking at our watches  
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because it’s 5 minutes to the Melbourne Cup and we’re both determined to watch it.  
So William, thank you so much for the time for this interview. 
 
W Thanks for your patience with me and your determination. 
 
S I know you had two shows running back to back. 
 
W There’s no way I was going to trek over to Glebe.  Fuck it - let him come 
here!! 
 
S Well, it has well worth the trip. Thank you again. So which horse are you 
backing to win the Cup? 
  
  
358 
 
MEME THORNE interviewed by Steve Matthews  4/11/11 
 
S thank you for making this time, Meme. This is an unusual situation because I 
didn’t get to see your show live but I have watched a video of it which you did in 1996  
'Burying Mother' at Belvoir Street.    Congratulations on the show.  There was a lot 
communicated in the video.  My first question is why, why did you get interested in 
using your own life experience and stories as content for a solo performance piece? 
 
M In my working life, thirty-eight years, I find that as a performer you use bits of 
your life anyway. When you work on stage your reference points for anything, if you 
want to play it truthfully has to be from your own experience.   If you have to pull in a 
memory of some kind in order to be able to bring an emotional quality to what you are 
doing on stage, you call upon something you’ve already experienced.   Throughout my 
performing life, I have always used material from my own life.  In this instance, to 
make a show together I had, up to that point, been working with Sidetrack for at least 
10years.   At Sidetrack, we were creating our own work as a team, collaboratively with 
Don Mamouney, the director. 
 
S So it came out of that commitment to creating new and original material. 
 
M I had been working in that field for such a long time, with other people’s 
ideas.  We brought our own ideas and thoughts and we facilitated Don’s vision.  I had 
got to that point in 1996, where I really felt a need to do something of my own.    It 
had been building for a couple of years, leading up to that point but also because 
emotionally I was in a space where I was dealing with stuff out of my childhood that 
was being brought to the fore by some of the things that was happening in works I was 
engaged in and with family relationships.  All that sort of thing.  It came to a head that 
that was a story that I needed to tell.  It was never before have I experienced this.  You 
read or hear sometimes saying there is a book in me.   I don’t think of myself as a 
writer, so I never thought that, but I knew, felt, that there was this performance piece 
in me that I wanted to get out of my system.   It was a very, very strong inclination.    
 
S When did your mother pass away? 
 
M She didn’t.  She’s still alive.  That’s the point.  That’s why at the end I say that 
I am grieving that the loss of her, the absence of the mother, I never had.  She was the 
mother I never had.  I didn’t want that kind of mother.  I wanted a different kind of 
mother.  I got to the point that I came to a resolution about that particular pain, if you 
like, and I had decided I would bury that desire, that need to have a mother that she 
wasn’t.  I had to accept her for who she was.   Instead of, what if? 
 
S Did you talk to your mother? 
 
M No.  I had a very difficult relationship with my mother which persisted 
through that piece.  She has no idea I made this show.  Other members of my family 
did and their response to the show was quite extraordinary.  My sister has never  
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watched it.  I gave her a copy and it was too painful to watch it.  She has refused to 
watch it.  Even to this day she will not watch it.     
 
S Was her experience similar to yours. 
 
M Mine was probably harsher than hers, because she was the youngest in the 
family and was favoured.  But she saw what happened. 
 
S You were the oldest? 
 
M No I was the middle girl, there were four of us.  My elder brother who lived in 
Canberra came to see the show.  He came to the final performance, it took him that 
long to see it.   My half brother, my mother’s first child from her first marriage, came 
on the opening night.    That was terrific.  My brother Michael, from Canberra, came to 
the last show and it was a 50 minute performance and 10 minutes into the show, the 
sobbing started and it just didn’t stop.  It was unbelievable.  I didn’t know what to do.  I 
had to continue performing and I hoped his wife would either help him out of the 
theatre or console him.  It was muted, but it went through the entire performance and 
it charged the air.   I had other members of the audience through the season who were 
touched deeply, some cried but of course my brother’s response to it was very 
personal in the same way that my making it was very personal.  I didn’t make it in 
order to make people cry.  I actually think there was a lot in it that was very funny.   
My main aim was to create something for me.  I wanted to make something 
extraordinarily beautiful.   But which spoke about things that hurt.  To create a piece of 
art, in a way a beautiful painting.  If you look at a beautiful painting, and engage with 
it, over time you see deeper and deeper into it and that the layers come slowly floating 
off, so you see the truth of what it is that the artist is trying to say. 
 
S I want to know how you got to that point to be able to be so detached.   You 
felt that you were creating a beautiful piece of art.   Because the work is quite strong 
and quite cathartic and it is very much about pain and hurt and feeling unresolved.  I 
am interested in the process of how you created the show. 
 
M I knew I wanted to make this show and I knew there was a lot in it that would 
be ugly.    Psychologically ugly, painful, stuff that happened.  I didn’t want to tell a story 
just so people would know where I came from.  For the last 35 years I have been 
interested in Buddhism, so I’ve had many years of looking at the demons in my 
cupboard and in my mind and heart and coming to terms with that in a constructive 
way.    In my life, until recently, there were times when it wasn’t constructive, it was 
very destructive, self-destructive.  I have been to see psychologists, psychiatrists.  My 
colleague Jai McHendry, who directed this piece.  I asked her to direct it because she 
knew me very well, we worked together for more than ten years, she understood my 
style, we came from the same place.  I knew that she had a really good eye and I said 
to her the most important thing apart from telling this story and in the way I want to 
do it, I do not want the piece to come across as a psychological therapy session.   I 
really, really didn’t want that.  I didn’t want to preach anything, I just wanted to say 
some people go through this sort of situation in their lives.  There is this taboo about  
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bad mothering that people don’t want to mention.  The truth is, there are some 
women who are bad mothers.  I had one of those women.   But, that’s not the sum  
total of who she is.  What I experienced as a child was really painful and it touched my 
life.  My Whole life.  It ruined my first marriage.   I take responsibility for that, my 
inability to deal with certain things.  All that came through.   I wanted to deal with it 
wholly, and to do that I had to step back enough to say that is not all it was, there were 
other things about the way I grew up that brought me to where I am today and that is 
beautiful.  That is worth colouring and bringing to the stage as well.   I also wanted to 
make something, as a contemporary performance maker, as opposed to an actor, I 
really wanted in this piece to utilize the skills I had gained over the previous ten years 
and much further than that but specifically due to the Suzuki work I had been doing, to 
bring those sorts of aesthetics and form to the content.    Stylistically, I wanted to play 
around with notions of time and space and I wanted to create something that was 
really filmic.  I wanted to be in a film on stage.  So I had a team of people that I brought 
together who I thought would help me to create this and I did, to a large extent with 
the way it was lit, the way the scrims worked, that was Nigel Kellaway’s idea, the 
costuming, the way the space was so dark and the pools of light so it looked like I was 
floating a lot of the time and the movement work.  That was designed to counterpoint 
some of what I was saying so that at times what you saw, what you heard and what I 
was doing on stage would create a dissonance. 
 
S So using the voice over is an example of this.  So you have your team, which 
is yourself and Jai and Nigel? 
 
M Nigel wasn’t part of the whole thing he was a consultant in terms of the use 
of the scrim.  It was mainly me, Jai and Peter Wells who designed the sound.  I worked 
very closely with him and the soundscape was a very strong voice in it. 
 
S So the three of you meet over a period of time? 
 
M Jai, me and Peter all worked for Sidetrack anyway so we were at home 
together.     
 
S So there was a shared language and way of working?  How long did it take 
you to make this piece? 
 
M Trying to remember.  I think it took about three months to make, slowly.  We 
didn’t have three months full-time.   
 
S So you’ve talked about the aesthetic process a bit, how did it affect you 
emotionally or personally?  Dealing with this material and having to put it out on the 
floor and then abstract it. 
 
M In the creation, in the rehearsal process, there were times I would be 
overwhelmed emotionally.  That’s fine I do all my crying before the curtain comes up 
so that on the first night, by the time I’ve made the show and I can get on stage and 
perform without falling to pieces, that’s what I want to be able to do.  So I had been 
working through my material with Jai and let me tell you, there were nights, there  
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were days when I would just have to walk away for an hour and come back and look at 
it again.    
 
S Why put yourself through this?  It’s a wonderful piece, and I’m not 
questioning the validity of it, but that’s a huge decision to make to go ‘I am going to 
address this particularly traumatic material from my own childhood which I am still 
dealing with and use it as material for a show which I am going to perform myself’. 
 
M Yes.   I have never been afraid of grasping difficult material.  As an actor I 
relish in that.  The more difficult the material is dramatically the more opportunity to 
go for something extraordinary and so I relished it.  The challenge to be able to work 
with traumatic material and transcend that was also something I was interested in.  I 
wanted to make something powerful, I wanted to make something beautiful and I had 
the materials at hand.  I had my own life story, I had my background, my Asian 
background.  This piece was for the Asian Theatre Festival.  I opened the 1996 Asian 
Theatre Festival at Belvoir.  Specifically, I wanted to make a piece that touched on my 
cultural heritage.   My mother is who she is partly also because of that.   
 
S You talked about going through a period of personal growth through 
psychotherapy. Did that also contribute in terms of your self-awareness and 
understanding of yourself.     
 
M Yes it was.  So by the time I created Burying Mother I had arrived quite a 
deep understanding of who I was, and why I was.   I don’t think I could have made that 
piece without some understanding of that.   You have to be able to have something 
solid before you can rip it apart.    I had to rip it apart and know that at the end of the 
process I could pull myself together again.  I don’t think you can do that unless you 
understand where you are coming from.  So it was important that I had done all that. 
 
So first night, I perform it, to be truthful I was just thankful I just made it through the 
night.  I was working off my adrenalin and first nights always, always, is your easiest 
night despite what people might think because first nights, people are there because 
they love you.  They are rooting for you, they want it to go well.  It’s always a friendly 
audience on the first night.   Except if you’ve got critics.   I felt really supported by my 
theatre community and friends and family and even though there were strangers in 
the audience that didn’t bother me.  I was just concerned that I remembered my lines, 
what I was going to do.   You know the normal sort of technical stuff. 
 
S How long was the season? 
 
M Two weeks. 
 
S What was the reaction to the show? 
 
M Generally favourable.  Artistically it was quite successful, my reviews were 
terrific and I got a lot of feedback nightly, from people who stayed back, complete 
strangers who wanted to talk to me about what the piece had brought up for them.    
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Usually regarding their relationships with their own mothers or with their daughters.  
So I had women, particularly, from various ages who would share. 
 
S They were from different cultures? 
 
M yes different cultural backgrounds. 
 
S Because it’s a universal story, even though your context is Asian and the style 
has a particular Asian influence.  The story is universal.  I am interested in the choice 
within the piece of actually becoming your mother. 
 
M  I had a fear, that was something that I worked through also with my 
therapists.  I had an abiding fear of becoming like my mother or displaying traits.  
Personality traits that my mother had passed onto me.  That of course in reality is 
unavoidable.  So I had to work really hard to arrive at a place where I could love myself 
despite the fact that I reminded myself of my mother.  I thought that was something 
also universally some people have to deal with depending on whatever trait it is from 
either parent that you inherit through your DNA and through your upbringing. 
 
S Yes, because the mother and the father still live within us.  The voices are still 
there. 
 
M That’s right and at any given time any person breathing and walking has some 
aspect of their own character they don’t like.  That’s normal.  That’s OK, it’s alright.   
 
S The disowned self.   So, you make this choice. 
 
M I made this choice to become her also to give her a voice.  Even though it was 
an ugly voice it is also a voice that really begs for pity.  
 
S Pity and compassion. 
 
M Pity, compassion and understanding. 
 
S There was also the reality of her situation, I don’t know what year it was.  
Was it in the 60’s when you father left? 
 
M No, late 1950’s.  I was born in ’53 and he left when I was 6.   
 
S So for an Asian woman, living in Malaysia, left alone with four children.  
There’s also the context that would also provide a certain pressure in terms of her 
behaviour as well.   There was compassion as well. I thought about the way she was 
played but there was also truth about her character as well. 
 
M Once again within that horror I wanted it to look beautiful.   Because I am 
really interested in those sorts of binary and those spaces that fall between the cracks.  
Things that you cannot speak or you cannot name that act like shards of glass that 
pierce you.   
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S You also made her quite physically beautiful.  Even saying she looked like 
Elizabeth Taylor. 
 
M She was and a lot of people said that at the time of her.  A Chinese 
equivalent.  The black curly hair. 
 
S I thought it was a particular interesting choice because if you think about 
Elizabeth Taylor and what she represents and the kind of movies that she did.  There 
was a certain similarity there as well. 
 
M There was, especially if you saw her in ‘Who’s afraid of Virginia Wolf.’ 
 
S Exactly. So, I am also interested in the whole thing with the peanuts. How did 
that develop? You pushed that to such an extreme. 
 
M The image of the peanuts was very strong in my life.  Some of my strongest 
memories of my mother are to do with sitting on the floor in front of the coffee table, 
the TV on, she’s watching TV and knitting and I am peeling her peanuts for her.  
Opening up the shells, putting the nuts in a bowl, the shells in another bowl.   That 
would go on for hours and these are not the kind of peanuts you would be familiar 
with.  They are groundnuts.  They are very small.  They are tiny.  Not the ones I had for 
the show, because those are really big peanuts.   These are quite small and fine and 
delicious.  I love them.   That was a constant right throughout my childhood, peeling 
peanuts for her.  One of us would have to do it. 
 
S I think the technique of taking that and pushing it and pushing it until it 
became this flood or shower raining down on you was very effective. 
 
M Because life is like that.   For me it was an analogy, at the very start of the 
piece in the voice over, where you see me peeling peanuts and then shouting out in 
Chinese, it means “What’s the matter with you?  I will kill you.  I will beat you to 
death.”  That refrain was something I lived with.   That I was a no hoper, that I was 
useless.  I was stupid and I was going to be beaten to death.  Those are the things that 
my mother screamed at me.  Idiot!   Let’s just take that one word ‘Idiot’ and it gets 
drummed into you day after day after day.   One day you are just going to explode with 
whatever it is that this word brings up in you.   That’s what the peanuts are. 
 
S It’s very clear. During the season, we’ve talked about the effects on you in 
terms of the creative process and you are now stepping into performing it every night.   
Was there a development over the 2 weeks.  Is that the only time you’ve done it? 
 
M I would have liked to have done it beyond that.  But, no. 
 
S You are now getting comfortable with the performance.  People are coming 
and talking to you about it.   Was there any change in you?  Because now, think about 
where you started and now you’re completing the process. 
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M For me the hardest part is when you are creating a piece.  I think the hardest 
work was done before my first performance.   From there on I tried to make every 
single performance as fresh as possible so that each performance was my first 
performance and so I would put everything into it and make it as honest as possible, as 
clear as possible and liquid.    Whatever it was that I wanted it to be.  My focus became 
on the performance qualities.    
 
S Obviously you’ve done a range of different genres and styles.  Talk to me 
about how playing yourself within an autobiographical performance piece differs from 
say playing a role as an actor. 
 
M No different.   I didn’t see it as different.   I saw playing myself as a role I had 
to play.  So I had to remove myself in order to play myself.  To me that was the role.  
Instead of playing the Fool tonight or Salome or Heroduos, I am playing Meme tonight.  
 
S Meme the child and Rose the mother. 
 
M Exactly. 
 
S Well that’s quite a journey to get to that point.   There is the creation of the 
material to the point of a script and a whole sequence of movements and so I guess in 
the process you become more objective. 
 
M Absolutely.   If there is a graph to the first performance and you are working 
through it starts off as terribly subjective and by the time you’ve gone through the 
entire process it comes down then to very, very objective, not distant, but certainly a 
clean and objective look at what you have created, and you have to be objective in 
order to know if it is good.  I didn’t want to put an offer to an audience, who have paid 
to come and see a piece, something that was self-indulgent and sentimental.  I didn’t 
want any of that. 
 
S Why not? 
 
M Because I don’t think it makes good theatre. 
 
S It’s an obvious question but it comes up a lot in these interviews.   There’s 
always this fear around it being sentimental or self-indulgent. 
 
M I think people get pissed off with self-indulgence.   
 
S Have you seen that in autobiographical works?   
 
M No, the pieces I’ve seen have thankfully veered away from that. 
 
S Whose work have you seen in this genre?  Have you seen William Yang’s 
work? 
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M I’ve seen his work, Valerie Berry.  She’s a Sydney artist.  She did The Folding 
Wife a couple of years ago.  She works quite often with her brother, Pascal Berry who’s 
a writer.  They recently did something at Blacktown Arts Centre.  I missed Paul Capsis.  
I’ve seen Spalding Gray’s work. 
 
S What did you think of that? 
 
M I think he’s very easy to listen to.  He’s very communicative, very fully.   It’s 
not just the language that he uses that I find accessible but the imagery he evokes in 
his delivery. 
 
S He just sits behind a desk.  So different to you. 
 
M In a way that’s why I wanted to use the voice over because I wanted that kind 
of direct talking to the audience which I also do when I introduce myself.  I know I am 
an actor and I am performing now and here we are in a little theatre and this is what I 
am doing to de-mystify and to take the magic out of it and then put it all back in 
because that’s my tool of trade.  To be able to create illusions.   Now come into my 
film.   
 
S It seems thought that each performer who has chosen to do this type of show 
draws heavily on their own aesthetic and their own performance techniques.  I can’t 
imagine Spalding doing a show like yours. 
 
M No, because he’s not a Butoh performer, he’s not a physical theatre 
performer.  He’s a raconteur.    
 
S So we’ve raced through this which is great.  Have my questions triggered 
anything about the show that you want to talk about and express? 
 
M Only that since Burying Mother I have had over the years, people who’ve 
come up and asked me why I haven’t made another autobiographical piece.   I actual 
thought this piece would be the first of a trilogy. That the second part would be called 
Rose and the third which I wanted to call A Thorne in My Side, would be about my 
father, who left us and left me there with this mad woman. 
 
S Did you have any contact with your father? 
 
M yes.  When I was 28, I found him.  I tracked him down.   He was living in the 
north of Thailand with his Thai wife and a two and a half-year-old daughter.  I wrote to 
him and I went to visit him.  That was quite extraordinary and I guess I’ve been to visit 
them 3 or 4 times until a couple of years ago when he died.    I became very fond of my 
step-mother and my half-sister who’s now in her late 20’s.   
 
S So some kind of healing took place. 
 
M Yes it did. 
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S Has that happened with your mother? 
 
M Yes.  It has.  It took a long, long time.  Like 45 years for me to stop being 
afraid of her and actually be able to turn around and think wow this is a woman who 
deserves my compassion and understanding and though it doesn’t excuse some of 
what I suffered, basically at her hands and emotionally.  More so emotionally, though 
there was the physical abuse as well. 
 
S Had you come to that understanding before doing the show? 
 
M No.  I was part way there.  I was in the midst of it. 
 
S I am interested in this and this is a question I have for myself as well as other 
performers.  It seems that almost everyone I have interviewed who has done this kind 
of show, that there has been a degree of trauma or dysfunction or a sense of 
unresolve between him or herself and one or both parents.  Do you think that is an 
important factor or drive to want to create a show and tell the story? 
 
M I think that as material, you know automatically a lot of people will 
understand.  A lot of people will get it because it is the experience of a great many 
people.  I think in almost every family there is something that is dysfunctional about it.  
It is the rare family where there is nothing that creates tension or tears in a family life.  
I think it’s universal.   The way one deals with those things that happen in life I think, as 
fodder for material is easily consumable.  People engage with you, about things like 
that. 
 
S So if you were a writer would you have written about it or a painter painted 
it? 
 
M I would have, yes.  And once I got it out of my system, I could leave it be.  If it 
was something still within my bloodstream that I had to deal with, yes, I would.  Just as 
loneliness is something you can paint about.  Or, illness.  Anything that touches you 
deeply is something that artists will create works about whether it be in writing or on 
canvas or on the stage.  It’s always something that touches you deeply. 
 
S Is it also about voicing this or finding a voice for this?  Because that also 
seems important.  I mean it may not be a family trauma, it may be that you have been 
marginalized in some way.  I see there has been a lot of solo autobiographical shows 
about marginalization.  I didn’t necessarily feel this was what it was all about.  It was 
definitely rooted in the mother daughter relationship.   I mean there was a context for 
that which, because you are Asian, and it was part of an Asian theatre festival, but I 
didn’t feel it was about marginalization. 
 
M No.  It was about lots of things.    The other thing I was dealing with was 
desire and yearning for something that cannot be.  The futility of yearning and desiring 
something that does not exist and how we can fool ourselves and live our lives 
according to the kind of .. 
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S Well it’s about an idealized relationship.  If you’re looking at, you talked 
about how the relationship with your mother left its mark on your marriage and other 
relationships.  I think as a child we do idealize our parents and we want them to be 
what they are not.  Often we repeat that pattern in other relationships.  So, my next 
question would be, having done the show, did you leave that pattern behind? Did you 
stop desiring an idealized mother or father figure? 
 
M yes.  I definitely came much closer then and since then to accepting her for 
who she was and letting the pain go.   A Buddhist monk from Canberra said something 
about depression, because I was then being treated for depression for many years, 
over 20 years. 
 
S During this time you did the show? 
 
M yes.  What he said about depression was, it’s caused by selfishness.   I 
thought how can he say that?  I’ve got to hear what he has to say about this in order to 
understand what he means.  He was right of course in the way he was talking about it.  
Is that you are depressed if you feel that you are not getting what you need.   What 
you want.  You, you, you.  It all comes back to you.  If you can move yourself away 
from that way of thinking and open yourself out and look at what it is that you are 
wanting, maybe you wouldn’t have such suffering in your life.  You can do without the 
suffering if you remove that constant desire.  Get rid of that.  It’s like he had this 
fabulous analogy of a candle that is lit and what keeps the candle lit is the flame of this 
desire and this need.   If you were to blow it out, or deprive it of the oxygen which is 
your desire, it wouldn’t keep burning.  What’s burning through years, and years and 
years, is your suffering.  Extinguish it.  Who needs the suffering, throw it away.  If you 
keep that alive, that ridiculous desire for something  that could never be, it is 
ridiculous isn’t it? 
 
S You have an image in the show of burning with the wok. 
 
M At the end, what I was saying in that 6 minute final sequence of being 
unborn.  If I could bring myself back to being an embryo and being born again into a 
new life.  I would chose that life to be without the suffering and without the pain and 
without this ridiculous idea that people can be who you want them to be rather than 
who they are.  That you can live your life for 45 years in such pain and agony for no 
reason whatsoever. 
 
S It’s quite a metaphysical show in a way despite it’s strong physicality.  The 
content of it and the themes of it are quite metaphysical. 
 
M They are and that is also why in all the extreme slow-motion sequences that I 
used I wanted that sense of time being stretched.  This tautness, this tension we 
recreate in our own lives between people or between yourself and the object of your 
desire whether it be a career move, or something, whatever it is you want in life that 
the difficulties are there because you have created them. 
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S It’s a huge step of self-responsibility to understand that and to move out of 
the blame .. 
 
M Yes and feeling sorry for yourself.  That’s why I don’t like anything that 
smacks of self-indulgence. 
 
S Yet your mother really embodied that a lot. 
 
M Yes, she did. 
 
S Do you think she was depressed? 
 
M I have no doubt about it.  She was a deeply disturbed woman.  She needed 
psychiatric help.   She never got it. 
 
S It was probably difficult for two reasons.  One, it was the 50’s and 60’s and a 
time that was considered to be taboo almost or a weakness and possibly, I don’t know, 
there seems less in the Asian tradition in terms of psychotherapy.   I think in the 
Buddhist tradition it is, but..  
 
M We weren’t brought up Buddhist.  We were brought up Catholic.  I am a 
Buddhist now, but I was brought up a Catholic.  The rosary.  She was Catholic and 
what’s more she married a European, as a Chinese woman that was a no-no and then 
of course getting divorced that was a no-no also. 
 
S So your father.. 
 
M He was British. 
 
S But he returned to Thailand? 
 
M As a British, he ended up in Thailand.    
 
S Well I think the next show is definitely going to be about your father because 
in a way that was the whole missing half of the show and he disappeared after in the 
first few years.  This has been a wonderful interview and thank you for your 
generosity, it’s gone all over the place, but I think it has been very very useful.  Any 
other last  
thoughts?  Because every time I turn the tape off the person comes up with this real 
gem, so I am always loathed to turn it off. 
 
M No, I am really yearning to perform again.  So maybe this is timely that it puts 
me in the space for thinking about how I can possibly sit down and create another 
piece. 
 
S Would you sit down and create it though?  It seems to me that for this piece, 
you got a team around you. 
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M Yes, but they are all dispersed, they are all over the place now.  Jai is in 
France, Peter is in Queensland. 
 
S I am not suggesting the same team but this is more a question about the 
creative process because, like William Yang puts all the photos out and does 
everything himself.  That’s it.  Similarly, with the performer Michael Workman who’s 
done a piece about his father called ‘The Ogre’.  But, other people like yourself and 
Tim Stitz, they pulled together a team, the same with Paul Capsis who said ‘There is no 
way I could have got this show up by myself’.  It was a team of people that did it.  I 
guess it’s also looking at the way you create it as well.  What works best for you.   
 
M The thing is, I am not a writer.  I don’t see myself as a writer.  My strengths 
are as a performer.  So, I feel I would need help in actually writing a piece.  But then 
maybe not.  I mean I wrote that one.    
 
S You had a script before you went into the rehearsal room? 
 
M No.  It was all written and created in the rehearsal period. 
 
S Can we go into that a bit more?  Did you improvise?  Recorded? 
 
M Yes.  We did lots of things.  There were some bits that were definite physical 
segments like for instance, the puppet, where I was jerked, this demon inside me 
coming out like a puppet I was being manipulated.   What you could hear, the piece 
that I wrote to go with it was this little ditty I made into a song “Stop she said as the 
hammer went” “Stop she said”.  It was based on something my mother did and I 
wanted to make it into a children’s nursery rhyme or song and you had to listen very 
hard to realize what the words were saying which was really awful.  It was about her 
hitting the toes with a hammer until they bled.  Which is what my mother did.   And 
this grotesque marionette.   You know what it’s like in fun fairs and playgrounds and 
that is  used quite beautifully in films sometimes.  Bring in the clowns.  You have this 
impending doom but in the merry-go-round sequence which is supposed to be 
something that is safe or pretty or loving. 
 
S So you were working in images? 
 
M Absolutely.  I work visually all the time.  In fact when I put the piece together, 
each sequence I saw the light and I would work with the lighting designer very strongly 
because I knew how I wanted the whole thing lit.  I see things.  I work very very visually 
and that’s where my performance work comes in.  The words come later and I quite 
often need help with that. 
 
S You improvised the words? 
 
M Yes and I would say to Jai, look I’ve got this impulse to move in this way when 
I think of this and she’d say let’s try and write this down.  We worked with butcher’s 
paper and we would write little bits and we would stick it on the wall and then we’d 
work on movement things and say that movement sequence goes really well with this  
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segment with words.  This section here with the puppet and breaking it open with the 
peanuts spewing out of its stomach, like this baby doll face.  Once again working with 
images and using contradictory words to fill the picture so that it becomes something 
that’s not just on one level.  It’s three dimensional or four dimensional. 
 
S Did you bring objects in? 
 
M I did and photos and the rosary, the statue of our lady that we would pray to 
that I always thought was such a farce.  I left he Catholic church when I left school 
because my mother was so religious.  Praying night after night after night, and then in 
the day time her pulling me by the hair and throwing me against the wall, I mean 
where does that fit?  God doesn’t come into the picture.   It’s just lies.  I couldn’t come 
at that.   So it was really important to put Jesus and Mary in the show because that 
was a really big part of my childhood as well, they were part of the lies, the fabrication 
of things that were normal, things that were pretty, things that were all families grow 
up with.  No no no that’s not true. 
 
S I’ve got a much clearer idea of your working process.  Especially when you say 
you think visually and the images came very much through the body. 
 
M I had bits of text that I would stick on the wall.  I ended up with 30 bits of 
paper and I had physical sequences and images and songs and we would put them 
together and create a through line that would tell a story but obviously not a narrative.    
The other part of it which we haven’t talked about is the burial.   I described the 6th 
century BC Chinese rituals of for instance the Tibetan ritual of going up the mountain, 
the bones being tied up, then the monk would let them fall and bring the mule back 
down and the vultures would come and pick on the bones.   All those things, so that 
the whole piece, the personal bits were embedded within the description of rituals of 
burials in the Chinese ancestral traditions. 
 
S There’s one point where you are all in the white and you talk about how if 
you want someone to have a good reincarnation you wear a red.    You say I am not 
wearing red and the wonderful piece about the colour red.  It’s a very sensual piece. 
 
M Yes.  I wanted it to be. 
 
S So, we’ve covered a whole lot more. Thank you very much 
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Steve Matthews - interviewed by Katherine Riding -22/10/12 
 
K: I’m interested in your wonderful show and asking you some questions. 
When did you first become interested in using your own life experiences as content for 
a performance?  
 
S: My background is in both working as a text-based actor and as a theatre maker. In 
my twenties, I spent a couple of years working with a Jacques Lecoq trained company, 
where we would start with nothing and generate ideas for a show. 
 
K: Through improvisations? 
 
S: Through improvisations, or it could be a discussion, an idea, poem, story or theme. 
Indirectly, we were drawing on our own experiences, as opposed to ‘Here’s the text, 
here’s your role, go away, prepare, learn your lines, etc.’. Sure, as an actor cast in a 
play, you are still drawing own your own experience, but not directly as one does with 
autobiography.   
 
In the 1980s, I joined a theatre company called Playback Theatre. They specifically 
work with real life stories told by the audience, in the moment, on the night. As 
performers, you are given about sixty seconds to think about out how we are going to 
play this story back to the person to somehow ‘illuminate’ their story. It’s a powerful 
form of theatre, which came out of the intersection of theatre and psychodrama, 
developed by Jonathan Fox in New York. When I joined this company, I didn’t know 
anything about Playback Theatre and it fascinated me. I became interested in real life 
stories and how they could be drama in themselves. I worked with three different 
Playback companies over a period of nine years.  
 
Also, I saw this seminal performance in the mid 1980’s by a wonderful performer, 
Spalding Gray, who, in a way, lead the way in respect to the growth in the US of solo 
autobiographical monologues as a genre. The show was in this little theatre in 
Auckland, where he just sat behind a table and away he went. He had quite an impact on 
me. 
 
When I came to thinking about what I would do for this practice-led doctoral project, I 
realised that I needed to do something that was manageable and that I could work away 
on my own. The seed for this particular show was sown when my father passed away in 
October 2008. As I was helping my mother sort through his possessions, I found this 
beautiful old leather briefcase, which was tucked away in a back cupboard. The 
briefcase belonged to my father and was made in Argentina, where my parents lived for 
a year in 1953. So he had kept it for 55years. Inside were some old photos of him as 
young man that I had not previously seen- plus some various writings. 
 
K: Personal writing? 
 
S:  Yes, personal writings. I didn’t feel comfortable keeping the personal writings so I 
gave them to my mother but I kept the photos. Because our family had emigrated from 
the UK to NZ in the 1950s- our little family of five were the only ones there – 
‘separated’ from the rest of the family in Yorkshire. So there was this sense of wanting 
to document something of our own family history. 
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K : Fascinating. You’ve given me quite a bit of information about what inspired you to 
create the show. Was there anything else you’d like to add to that? 
 
S:  It was also a personal challenge. Over the last twenty years, I have moved to being 
more a teacher and director and less a performer. I wanted to challenge myself-I started 
out as an actor and a performer- so why not do it again and this time do something that 
you have written and created yourself? I don’t think I realised what a big challenge it 
was (laughs). 
 
K: The challenge of coming back to being a performer? 
 
S: Yes- and also performing material that I had written and worked on- about me and 
my own life. There are a number of challenges within that. The show is an hour and half 
long. I’m no spring chicken (laughs), so the physical challenge of doing it was a lot. 
There was a certain amount of anxiety around the question ’Can I still cut it?’  ‘Can I 
still do it?’ ‘Am I still engaging as a performer in the space?’ So all those challenges 
were there for me. 
 
K: I think you ‘cut it’, Steve 
 
S: (laughs) Thank you 
 
K: So you would have a lot of stories and you can’t tell all of them. Can you tell me 
about the editing process? What stories remain and why some have to go. 
 
S: I started out working on my own -writing stories. I enroled in several memoir/life 
writing courses at the NSW Writers Centre- I just wanted to generate stories. What was 
interesting is that the stories came quite easily, especially from my early childhood. I 
was amazed at how clear and vivid those memories were- prompted also by 
photographs. I did a lot of writing and compiled over eighty pages of stories and photos. 
It mainly covered the early part of my life up to my mid-twenties. Because the initial 
inspiration had been the photos of my father, I began to focus in on our relationship and 
I had this idea of bookending it with my father passing away and my experience of 
coming to a resolution about our relationship. Because it had been a difficult 
relationship, and this seemed to me to be an important part of the journey. 
 
 I had all these stories that I had been writing over a period of three years and I reached 
this point where I had to start getting these stories up ‘on the floor’. I approached a 
colleague and friend, who had created and performed several solo shows, to see if he 
wanted to direct it but he had just received funding to work on his own show, so he 
wasn’t available. I also sent it out to various friends and colleagues for some feedback. 
One of them, Elaine Paton, who has worked and trained as a dramaturge and director, 
contacted me and expressed her interest in working with me on it, so we decided to go 
ahead and begin workshopping. 
 
In terms of the editing process, we spent quite a few weeks looking at the stories and 
deciding on what this story is going to be about. There’s too much material here and we 
have to make choices. What’s this show going to be about? What are we going to focus 
on? Let’s look at three or four key themes and relationships and just focus on those. 
Even having done that, it was still challenging for me to let go of certain stories. 
However, once we had created that through-line and structure, it became easier to sort  
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them. We had to ask ourselves the question with each story whether it was relevant to 
the progression of the main character and the key relationships. Some stories were so 
good and interesting for me that I still wanted tell them and it was difficult to let them 
go. It was great having another person that who was more objective who would say 
’Yes, Steve, it’s a great story but it doesn’t really add to or progress the overall story’. 
 
K: They were taking away from the momentum of the story. They call it ‘murdering 
your babies’. 
 
S: Yes- as a writer, you would know about this process. 
 
K:  Tell me about the experience of performing the show? 
 
S: I have, to date, only done the one performance- which was like an advanced 
rehearsal. There was so much audio-visual material, which was an integral part of the 
show, I wanted to include it. We were fortunate to be offered by Sydney University 
Performance Studies Department, The Rex Cramphorn Studio, which is a fully 
equipped theatre space. I wanted to lift it to a level so there was a real sense of a 
performance as well, so I brought in an audio-visual designer and a lighting designer, 
who kindly supported the project. 
 
The performance itself -there’s always such a build-up in that month before. Personally, 
I was quite exhausted, having managed and produced the whole project, as well as 
undergoing the intensive writing, workshopping and rehearsal process. I had also torn 
my Achilles tendon about two weeks before the showing so I was in quite a lot of 
physical pain. Yet this is part of the challenge of being an actor, as you would know, 
and you just push through all that. We were still working on the script right up to 
twenty-four hours beforehand. I made it clear to the audience that this was like watching 
a rehearsal, so I would still have my script in hand and they knew they were watching a 
work-in-progress performance.  
 
Despite all this, I still really enjoyed the performance. I had been through this process- 
and I had interviewed quite a few other performers who had spoken about this, where 
they were dealing with emotionally charged personal stories, family stories, and there 
was a strong emotional recall and identification in the process of telling those stories in 
rehearsal- for some, even in the performances. 
 
Intellectually, I understood this, but I actually had to go through this process myself, 
where I was telling stories of saying good-bye to my father just before he died and other 
stories, which were difficult emotional experiences. There were times in the rehearsal 
room when it was quite emotional for me. Elaine was fantastic in respect to this. She 
understood and created a safe space for me to go through this. It was necessary to go 
through this beforehand. By the time I got to the performance itself, I wouldn’t say I 
was completely detached from these stories because I wanted to be very much in them 
as I told them, but I had a little more distance in terms of being able to keep it together 
to be able to tell the story and stay focused on what I had to do next.  
 
I was quite amazed, when I watched the video of the show, I enjoyed it. I enjoyed 
watching this performer, Steve, in the space, telling this story. I went on the journey 
with him as well. 
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K: How is performing autobiographical material different from acting in a play written 
by someone else? 
 
S: I think it is a bit different from when I’ve acted in a play with a script that has been 
given to me, in that I have the freedom as the writer and as the actual experience of that 
story, to be able to take it in a different direction, as I have ownership of that story. I 
remember talking to Elaine before the show and saying ’There’s only one way I can tell 
this story and that’s ‘from the heart’. It’s a heart-felt story, so what I focused on in my 
preparation was doing my meditation practice as well as my yoga practice. I made sure 
that I was in a good place within myself. So much of the story is about ‘the heart’. It’s 
about my relationships with my family, my lover and best friend- it’s about my 
relationship with my teacher, it’s about my own search. 
 
K: The title captures it beautifully. 
 
S: Yes –it’s about my coming ‘home’ to myself. When it came to tell the story to an 
audience, I had to really trust. OK - be in a good place within myself- focused, clear and 
the story will come out. 
 
K: How long was the rehearsal process? 
 
S: There wasn’t much actual rehearsal time. We spent most of the two months 
workshopping, editing… 
 
K: So this was more working on the script and not working up on the floor? 
 
S: There was quite a lot of time spent up on the floor as part of the workshopping 
process. To begin with, these stories existed on the page and we had to get them off the 
page and up on the floor. This meant getting up and just telling the story- doesn’t matter 
if it’s not exactly what’s been written on the page. I would video all the workshops plus 
we had a big whiteboard, which we would write on and photograph.  
The first month was spent creating an initial structure. Elaine bought in a book ‘The 
Writer Journey’, which is based on Joseph Campbell’s research on the Hero’s Journey, 
which is then applied to the process of structuring a story or script. It outlined the 
different stages of the journey. We tried to map my journey with this process and the 
various stages of the journey. In some cases, it worked, in others it didn’t, but it gave us 
a starting point in terms of creating a structure. It did lock us in to a chronological 
structure. I had been open to it not being chronological, but that’s what we decided to 
go with. Actually, looking back now, I think it did serve its purpose in terms of the 
theme of the search- as the unfolding of the search is chronological. I go here, it’s not 
here- I don’t feel at home here- so I go there- it’s not here- I don’t feel at home here, 
where is home? Home’s not outside, its inside.. This is a developmental journey, which 
probably needed a chronological structure. 
 
The first four to six weeks was spent getting clear about what we wanted to include in 
the story. In that process, there would times when I would get up and improvise a story 
and it was there- we didn’t have to do much more to it. There was a story about going to 
a barn dance as a teenager. I just got up and improvised it- then Elaine would work with 
it and suggest that we need to create more of the atmosphere and parts that needed more 
physicalisation. She was great, not only in terms of the writing process but also the 
workshopping and directing.  
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K: The theatricality -the bringing it to life? 
 
S: Yes- bringing it to life. Some stories like that- bang, they were there- just like that. 
And we’d video them and say great, that’s it. With other stories… for example, I’d 
written pages and pages about the process of becoming an actor and all the different 
shows I had been in and I thought it was important to include all this material. Elaine 
questioned me on what was the relevance of all this material, reminding me that this 
was not about doing a potted version of my career. What was the relevance and point of 
this sequence?  
 
This took a lot for me to figure out, as initially, I couldn’t find a journey through it.  I 
had to go back and look at this material again and I was finding hard to find a succinct 
and coherent through-line for the sequence. Some of the sequences came together 
easily, and some of it, it was hard work and I had to try something to see if it worked- 
and if it didn’t, then I’d have to go back to it and try something else. 
 
K: Only to discover it wasn’t going to ultimately serve the story.. 
 
S: That’s right 
 
K: But you had to do it anyway.. 
 
S: Ideally, I would have liked another month of actual rehearsal time, but I had set it up 
as a showing in order to get feedback, rather than a finished product. Also, there were 
over eighty cues of music, photos and video, so it was quite a technical show, which 
took up most of the allotted time in the actual theatre space. I would have preferred to 
have had more time to develop more of a relationship with the actual images. Some I 
did, but others were just flashing up on the screen in the background as I performed. 
 
K: And this would get refined with a longer rehearsal process, in respect to the timing. 
However, the images really added so much to the show. 
 
S: I had some feedback from another dramaturge, May-Brit Akerholdt, who really liked 
the show but said that I could trust the text more and that there is possibly too much 
reliance on the images. I admit that I did get a little bit seduced by some of the images 
and photographs, as they had so much personal resonance and feelings of nostalgia 
attached to them- seeing myself as a child or when I was twenty years old. I thought this 
would be fascinating for the audience- seeing this older man perform- as well as seeing 
him a young actor and what he looked like when he was younger (Oh, he had hair’). 
 
K: Yes, it was fascinating for me - seeing you as young man, with hair, playing Romeo. 
I’ve written some autobiography and there is this fascination when you know the person 
but it’s another thing when you don’t know the person. Autobiography should work for 
both. 
 
S: Yes- it was also good getting feedback from people who didn’t know me, like May-
Brit Akerholdt and others. To find out whether it worked for them- as a character and a 
piece of drama. 
 
K: How did the process of creating this show affect you? How did it change you? How 
did it impact you? 
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S: As I’ve mentioned, there were times when it quite emotional, telling certain stories in 
the rehearsal space. Where it changed me, was in working with a dramaturge, who had 
more objectivity about the story. Out of her own interest and her own enquiring mind, 
she would ask these questions which challenged my perspective on the story and the 
different characters, especially about my father, who is the other main character. This 
changed my perception of my father, as she was able to stand in his corner and 
understand the decisions he had made as a father, about his career and as a man. Also, 
to convey an understanding of the context and time- a different time, growing up in the 
1930s, 40s and 50s. I began to develop a different view of my father and that was quite 
a powerful thing for me. I had been writing more from the perspective of the child 
relating to his father or as a young man relating to his father or the adult relating to the 
father, later in life. Then at the end of his life, having to step in to make decisions on my 
mother’s behalf. It changed my view of him and my view of our relationship. 
 
K: What was it like for you to tell personal stories to a live audience? 
 
S: I was moved by what people said after the show and I could see that they had been 
quite affected. I go back to the times when I have listened to personal stories, as an actor 
in Playback Theatre, or as an audience member for other autobiographical performers. 
You are listening to their story, but you are relating to your own story as you listen. 
Some of the comments people made, it was clear that they had been quite affected by 
the performance. One colleague who I have worked with said ‘I have known you over a 
period of ten years and I would have known only 15% of what I found out about you 
tonight- and this makes me reflect on my own relationships with people and how much 
we know about each other and how much we reveal about ourselves to each other’. 
 
There is something powerful about real life and actually hearing about someone else’s 
life experiences. I still think it has to be good theatre. It has to engage you and entertain 
you. The fact that it’s supposedly real - that it’s true- and we work on the assumption 
that it is true. In this case, it was true –except for one event. Within the play, we shifted 
the finding of my father’s briefcase and photographs from after his death, to earlier, 
when I was given them by my uncle whilst visiting my relatives in Yorkshire. We did 
take this little bit of poetic licence as dramatically it didn’t fit and worked better when 
we moved it to different part of the story. 
 
K:  Yes, it a matter of weaving it into the best place in the story. You can let the light of 
fiction fall gently onto things. It’s not really so much a case of altering the truth, but 
enabling the story to have a better flow. 
 
S: Yes -but it does raise certain ethical questions- is it fact? Is it true? So back to your 
original question of about the effect on me of creating and performing this solo 
autobiographical show- it’s laid something to rest. When I interviewed another 
performer, she talked about how the story about her father had got inside her to the 
extent that she felt she had to tell the story- she had to explore this. I started to feel the 
same about this story. It took on a life of it’s own where it felt that it was necessary for 
me to tell the story. Talking to other performers of this genre, you don’t necessarily tell 
the story of the wonderful relationship that worked well. You’re more likely to choose 
the more difficult relationship. 
 
K: Which has more dramatic possibilities.. 
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S: Yes. Also, there were things about my father and my relationship with him which I 
didn’t understand. He was not a particularly emotionally expressive person, so there 
were things about him that I still wanted to understand. 
 
K: So this one-person show was the best vehicle for you to explore this? 
 
S: Yes. I had worked with these wonderful facilitators, Drs Hal & Sidra Stone. They 
had developed a particular theory and methodology they call ‘The Psychology of the 
Selves’, also known as Voice Dialogue. The basic premise is that we are made up of 
many different parts or ‘selves’ and our parents are big part of that mix. Within the 
show, there were moments when the voice of my father would pop out, as if it was still 
a force within me. I liked becoming my father, then reverting back to myself. It was an 
external dialogue, but it was also an internal one as well. It was interesting for me, as 
the only actor on stage, to find different ways to represent these characters and how do I 
interact with them. 
 
K: Why do think it’s important for audiences to see this genre of live autobiographical 
performance? 
 
S: I don’t think it’s any more or less important than any other style of theatre. We’re in 
a really interesting age, where the internet and social media has created a fascination 
and proliferation of opportunities for the documenting of self, to a ridiculous degree. 
We are all becoming legends in our own living rooms or on our own Facebook page. I 
would hope that this genre of theatre stands outside of that. 
 
K: Facebook tends to celebrate the fabulous moments with your friends and how happy 
you are. I’ve never, as yet, seen a Facebook page that reveals ‘the shadow’. Whereas 
this piece of theatre is delving deeper in to all the layers of a life- not just the happy 
times. 
 
S: Yes- and I think that’s powerful. Look, this is an assumption, but I think there is a lot 
of stuff we go through as human beings that is common to all of us- what we face, our 
fears, our desires, our longing. There is something fundamental about being a human 
being –whether you are male, female, whatever culture you are from, there is something 
universal in terms of the journey of this life. That’s what I think is powerful about this 
medium, if you tap into that.  
 
The other side of that is that I think you need to be particular. In this case, it’s about 
Steve’s life. What is unique about his life- where he was born, the parents he had and 
the culture he was brought up in, the particular set of circumstances that he experienced. 
However, if the writing is good and the performing is good, it can tap into something 
universal about the human condition. 
 
K: Yes- it’s amplifying something particular, so we can all identify with it, even though 
it’s your life and your particular journey. 
 
S: I think that performing it live adds a further dimension and adds to its power and 
affect. There’s something that gets communicated beyond the words. It’s a feeling. 
 
K: And adding the fact that’s its autobiographical, it takes courage to do it. 
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S: People often use this word when talking about autobiographical solo performance. 
 
K: Well, when you watch the show, you know this performer is going to be revealing a 
lot about their lives.  When it’s been well considered and turned into a performance, it’s 
very intimate to witness. 
 
S: Yes, you’re right, it does have an intimacy. When I saw Spalding Gray and William 
Yang, I witnessed this. Recently, I went to see this wonderful performer, Michael 
Workman, who does stand-up comedy and he was performing a show about his father in 
a comedy venue- and within the story he talks about how, in real life, he ended up in a 
psychiatric hospital and his experience of having a nervous breakdown.  
It was fascinating to watch and experience the shift in the audience. People were unsure 
of how to respond and were a bit shocked, as they had gone to the show with an 
expectation of comedy. It was still very funny, including his perception of what went on 
in the hospital but there was another element there that was very intimate, and it took 
courage to be able to tell this story. Because a lot of people would feel ashamed about 
having a nervous breakdown and ending up in hospital. There was something quite 
liberating about him telling this story. However, the story still needed to be crafted, so 
as to avoid tipping over into narcissism and self-indulgence. There is always a fine line 
with this particular genre. 
 
 K: You spoke earlier about the differences between performing your own 
autobiographical material and acting in a play written by someone else. Is there 
anything else you want to say about this? 
 
S: There are similarities and differences. The similarities are that you are there in front 
of a live audience, so you have to be seen, heard and understood. The relationship with 
the audience in terms of the timing and your craft, as a performer or an actor is the 
same. It is still crafted- you are feeling and sensing your audience, which affects your 
timing. There’s your visibility with the lighting, the blocking and action- all the 
technical aspects of it are the same as any other performance. 
 
The preparation, in terms of learning your lines is the same- and I had a lot of lines to 
learn- an hour and half’s worth -which I learnt as much of as I could within the short 
rehearsal time. However, these are stories that are in my body, that I completely 
understand and know- so I can access them fully and easily. I don’t have to go through 
some complex acting processes to identify with it, because I’m totally identified with it. 
I’m possibly too identified with it and need to be a little more objective about it. 
 
K: I sensed that the audience was really with you throughout the show. Did you feel 
that? 
 
S: Ideally, I wanted to be able to see the audience as I performed. The moment you use 
lights, you create a fourth wall and a degree of separation from your audience. We had a 
debate about the lighting as I wanted more light on the audience and the others on the 
team didn’t. At least, I could see the front row and see how they were reacting or choose 
to make eye contact. 
. 
K: I imagine that was important as you are essentially telling a story to the audience. It’s 
not as though you have anyone else on stage to talk to. 
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S: At the same time, in terms of the style and the fact that I was using projected images 
and sound, I wanted a sense of theatre about it. Because a lot of my life has been about 
the theatre, that’s a big part of the story. 
 
K:  Its one of the key themes. 
 
S: Yes. I’m probably going off on a tangent, but as we are talking about style, because 
this is my first autobiographical show, I had not pre-determined the style in which I 
wanted to tell it. I’d watched a lot of footage of Spalding Gray sitting behind a desk and 
I’d seen Mike Daisey, who also does this. I liked the idea that they had chosen to be 
completely reliant on the text to tell the story, but I’m not the kind of performer who 
can just sit behind a desk for the whole show. I have to be up and moving in the space, 
because my training had been in physical theatre. 
 
K: Your physicality was very much part of the storytelling. It wasn’t a ‘talking heads’ 
piece. Your body was used to create different characters and environments. 
 
S: Plus, I had seen William Yang’s work and I liked the use of photos and moving 
images, as well as using sound and different elements. I was exploring how to use those 
different elements and to develop my own style of storytelling. The first half of the 
show required a high degree of physicality, as it was the energy of the child, the energy 
of the adolescent and the energy of the young man. Whereas, in the second half, there 
was a shift and it became much more internalised and it became more still. So, as a 
performer, I had to make those shifts as well. 
 
What was interesting for me was that, throughout the whole process, it was very hard 
for me to completely surrender and just be the actor. I was also the writer and I wanted 
to have a degree of dramaturgical and directorial input, as well as maintaining my role 
as the researcher. Now this posed real challenges for Elaine and Aimee, because they 
were more used to that traditional theatre structure and defined roles. ‘I’m the director, 
I’m the multi-media designer and you’re the actor’.  
 
I had to keep reminding them ‘This is a research project, initiated and conducted by me 
–so, ethically, I need to have final say in terms of all artistic decisions. I’m completely 
open to your input and direction and discussion, but at the end of the day, I want to be 
able to tell my story in the way that best suits me’. At times, this created a certain 
tension for them to accept that. 
 
K: Were there times when you were in wild opposition? 
 
S: We were never in wild opposition. I really respected them and trusted them, but there 
were times when I was clear that this is what I want. At the same time, I was open to 
change and what we would do is try it my way and if it didn’t work, I would say 
’You’re right, this didn’t work, so let’s do it your way’. 
 
It was challenging for me, at times, to walk this tightrope of allowing myself to be 
directed and have input, whilst, at the same time, maintain control and ownership of my 
work. I had talked to other performers about this same process and they had similar 
dilemmas. William Yang reached the point where he decided he didn’t want to work 
with anyone else. He tried it and he can’t do it. It’s so particular- and he’s done eleven 
shows, so he knows what he wants. The same with Michael Workman, who said it  
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would be impossible for him to have anyone else direct his work. Whereas others, like 
Deborah Leiser-Moore and Paul Capsis, liked having someone else come in to work 
with them. 
 
K: Can you tell me about other performers whose work you admire? 
 
S: I’ve already mentioned Spalding Gray, whose work I love. It’s sad that he took his 
own life. He has influenced a lot of people in this genre, including Mike Daisey and 
William Yang. I like Laurie Anderson’s work. She creates this magical space, with the 
combination of language, live music and lighting. I like William’s work- it’s so 
specifically based on his photos- minimal, effective storytelling. I like the way he 
relates to every image. Shon Dale-Jones, the Welsh performer who has created a 
persona, Hugh Hughes. I like his physicality, (he is Lecoq trained), the way he uses 
objects on stage, his use of multimedia and humour. 
 
It’s been fascinating for me going to see about twenty different performers in this genre 
and looking at the distinctive way they work and how they have developed their own 
style. I enjoyed William Zappa’s solo show, which is based on his own and other 
actor’s lives, where he has created a character who is an actor around the same age as 
him. It been great watching these performers work and be influenced by them. Seeing 
Meme Thorne, who created this powerful show about a very difficult relationship with 
her mother, I realised that I couldn’t do what she does. I admire her but know her work 
is a very particular style and based on her strengths (Suzuki training and the work of 
Sidetrack Theatre), which are different to mine. You look at your strengths, what you 
can do and what you can bring to the piece. 
 
K: OK, I think I asked all my questions. Is there anything else you want to say? 
 
S: Some people have asked me what I will do next with the show, even encouraging me 
to take it on tour. I would love to do it again but there would have to be the support- 
financially and with a team, so I could focus entirely on rehearsing and performing the 
show. Having all those multiple roles- producer, production manager, props person, 
marketing, promotion- it took a lot of my energy away from what I could have given to 
show. 
 
This work is part of a doctoral research project. Now, I have to focus on the reflecting, 
the academic side of the project and the writing of thesis, before I can get back to the 
show. Once I’ve done this, I can then see whether I have the energy to take it further. I 
thought it could be interesting to perform in NZ as so much of it is about growing up 
there. It would have a particular resonance, especially for people from my generation.  
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Elaine Paton – Interviewed by Steve Matthews  (14.6.14) 
 
 Why did you get interested in the project and offer to be the dramaturg 
and director? 
 
Steve and I are colleagues, having been members of staff together at The Actor’s 
Centre, NIDA and working for Peers & Players as Corporate Role Players. Steve 
had sent me his manuscript for some feedback before he started work shopping 
towards a showing of “Can I come Home Now?” for his doctorate. 
The solo, autobiographical genre has always appealed to me and I felt a strong 
connection to Steve’s story of his problematic relationship with his Father 
background. Being a script writer and editor, I could see that this hefty piece of 
material would need an equally hefty amount of work to produce an engaging piece 
of theatre. Condensing 80 pages of chronological stories into a one and a half hour 
show would be a challenge for Steve as the work was so personal. 
I felt that a narrative structure was needed and that the themes, that at this point in 
the writing were obscured would need identifying. Steve was receptive to the issues 
I raised and after lengthy discussions Steve said he would like to employ me as a 
dramaturg/director. 
 
 Did you have a particular interest in solo autobiographical work? 
 
I have always found the subject of intense relationships theatrically gripping. I’ve 
observed that often people set off on an autobiographical journey because a 
character in their formative years, usually a family member, had some major impact 
on their adult emotional lives. Frequently, the impetus to write and perform such a 
show, is because that influence has not been altogether positive and therein lies the 
drama of the piece. The more negative the impact has been, often hindering the 
protagonist’s life, the higher the stakes. It could be called the Theatre of 
Cauterization, as to some extent the work shop process can be a cathartic therapy. 
The main pitfall is not to end up with a therapeutic performance. The audience have 
come to be entertained not play the role of counselor. 
 
Also, it gives the writer/performer the freedom to create a piece of work utilizing 
their particular skill; the dancer telling the story through movement, the singer 
through songs and the actor through a script. They can also choose the genre that 
they feel best suits the telling of their particular story. 
The courage of a performer exposing themselves in the rawness of their 
psychological makeup is risky, and for myself, risk taking theatre is the most 
rewarding. 
 
Dramaturgically, what were the particular challenges working on this solo 
show? On an autobiographical piece? 
 
It was challenging to remain objective and to encourage Steve to start seeing the 
piece from an audience’s point of view. Naturally, this was extremely difficult as 
each story within the chronology of Steve’s life, was important to him. He was 
driven by a desire to tell them all. That each of them was vital. All writers find it 
hard when their manuscripts come back from the editor covered in red pen, with 
precious moments cut, characters morphed, plots diminished and structure changed. 
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This is even harder when it is autobiographical writing. The advantages of having a 
dramaturge working with the writer in the early stages, means the shaping of the 
script is a collaborative process. The four main challenges in order to lift this piece off 
the page were: 
Finding the best performance style for Steve 
Cutting it down 
Creating a sustainable structure 
Identifying the themes. 
 
Within the story, there was a fine balance to be attained around Steve’s relationship 
with his teacher Prem Rawat, to ensure it didn’t come across as proselytizing. I was 
concerned that the footage of Prem was a bit too long. However, 
highlighting the importance of Steve’s relationship with the first woman he fell in 
love with, Greta, set up the moment when years later, on watching a film of his 
teacher, Steve notices Greta, in the final stages of cancer, listening to their beloved 
teacher. This love story provided another ‘hook’ to hang this plot line on. 
 
What was distinctive about your approach and process to the project as a 
dramaturg? as a director? 
 
My experience as a writer, director, performer and teacher has informed my work as 
a dramaturge, bringing a hybrid quality to assist the writer in their goals with a cross 
pollination of dramaturgical skills. Working with and without texts, analyzing, devising, 
improvising and physicalizing, has given me many tools to breathe life into a story, lift 
it off the page, onto the stage to and engage with the audience. The importance of how 
the rhythm of words, silences and physical forms, can express the thematic currents as 
they bubble up to the surface of the story. It is these undercurrents, the underbelly of a 
piece of theatre, character or prose that is the most exciting element of a tightly formed 
production. It is the thematic relationship to the work that enables an audience to 
relate to the circumstances and care about the characters. 
 
What techniques, exercises, workshopping, writing and rehearsal processes 
did you use? 
 
Improvisation, role playing, mapping, the main mantra being ”What is the audience 
to enjoy?” At each step of the process I asked: 
What is the story about ? 
What do you want to say? 
What do you want to express? 
What are the thematical undercurrents? 
What are the circumstances of a particular character? 
 
By getting Steve to role play other characters, for example his Father or Mother, 
meant that he could see the scenes from their POV and begin to understand what 
events were like for them, why they behaved the way they did and made certain 
decisions that were difficult for Steve to understand. 
 
Describe the journey and steps from starting with an 80-page manuscript with 
photos to delivering a rehearsed showing plus Q &A with an audience? 
 
The very first step was to get Steve to break down his manuscript into scenes and to 
lay it out like a script. This would then help us to refer to moments as Sc 1 etc. Due 
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to the vast amount of visual and audio elements, that were an integral part of the 
show, I suggested formatting it like a documentary script, laying out the scenes and 
dialogue on one side and the images and sound on the other. This helped to get a 
feeling of the flow of the show and later inserting audio and visual cues for the 
technical crew. 
 
Most of the early sessions were me asking Steve endless questions that an audience 
might ask. One of the major problems of the piece at the start of the process was 
the character of Steve’s father, John. He wasn’t a very likeable man and at this 
stage of the writing one dimensional, only being seen from Steve’s point of view. 
I felt that we, the audience, needed to understand this man in order to develop some 
compassion for him later on in the story. By taking into account John’s family back 
ground, the times he was born into, his relationship with God, his wife and 
subsequently his children, started to animate him, allowing the audience in to his 
interior world. This meant that they could care about the character of John, so when 
John is dying it affected them. 
 
Most of the ‘scenes’ between John and Steve were antagonistic and as an audience 
one was inclined to feel sorry for Steve. The final scenes involving John, took place 
in a nursing home where Steve would visit his father. Steve remembered arriving 
one day and John had his back turned and was staring out of the window. I asked 
Steve to put himself into his Father’s shoes, to reverse the roles. The character of 
Steve slowly walked up to the back of John and very slowly the performer Steve 
turned to face the audience as John. Watching John’s stature crumple into a fragile 
frame captured the essence of decline, physically and mentally. Both Steve and I 
needed a lot of tissues that day. 
 
How did you see the piece and the performer/writer evolve and change ? 
 
I had to remind Steve early on, that he was not Spalding Gray and the material was 
very different. One of the ways of establishing a different feel for the so called three 
acts, was for Steve to perform with his child energy, his teenage energy and young 
man energy. We needed to wake up the actor in Steve who hadn’t been let out of 
the box for a long time. Because his early work as an actor was in physical theatre 
and clowning, I encouraged him to dive into the physical arena. Naturally, he was 
apprehensive. Did he have the stamina? Could he physically tap into his younger 
energy? I remember one day when wham boom, Steve the Clown took off bouncing 
around the room. It was hilarious. I wanted to see these clown characters, which 
he was very shy about doing in front of me. I gently coaxed them out of him. The 
photographs of Steve performing these clowns sprung into life. The bombastic 
Bishop Pompellier and Snazz were fantastic catalysts for laughter! 
 
 What was it like to be in the role of both the dramaturge and the director? 
 
I feel it made the process quicker. During rehearsals, when I made a dramaturgical 
suggestion e.g.: this needs to be cut, or this needs to be explored more, I was then 
able as a director to offer suggestions for Steve to try, and support him as an actor 
to get him to where he wanted to go. Gradually, through the workshop process wearing 
my dramaturg’s hat, certain themes emerged. For example, the Bad Boy v Good Boy 
roles that Steve was torn between. For example, it became clear that in his formative 
years, Steve was torn between the urge to rebel, to be a Bad Boy and conforming to his 
Father’s wishes. 
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This became apparent when we started playing the music that had influenced Steve. 
Cliff Richards v Elvis, The Beatles v The Stones. The good and bad inside Steve 
vying for attention and yearning for freedom provided comedy as well as tragedy. 
 
What were some of the challenges for you working on this research project? 
 
Being tough on Steve in the workshop/writing process. On the one hand, I needed 
to set up a nurturing environment in the rehearsal room, to establish a trust between 
Steve and myself, so he felt safe digging into his painful past. On the other hand, in 
order to turn this into an hour and a half piece of theatre, big cuts were necessary 
and we were very limited in terms of time. We had to keep moving through it 
quickly and efficiently. Once we identified the main spine of the story, it was essential 
that every little scene or moment supported and enhanced the drama. This kept the 
momentum building, propelled the pace, and took the audience on the emotional ride of 
Steve’s life. It was very hard to say to someone who is telling you their very, personal 
and painful story “Yes, but so what?” Or, “I know you like it, but it has to go.” 
Sometimes, the debate was quite heated. Over time, as Steve trusted my process, he was 
able to process these losses faster as he saw the overall shape beginning to emerge. 
 
Gradually, we worked our way through the entire 80 pages. The bulk of the time 
frame for creating this piece was spent pulling out the themes that were emerging 
and scripting scenes through improvisation. Once we agreed that a scene was clear, 
Steve then went back to his computer and wrote it. Even though Steve was 
improvising as an actor, his main focus was still that of being a writer. As the date 
of the performance grew closer, I had to encourage him to leave his writer’s hat at 
home in order for him to be able to concentrate on his role of being actor. I then 
stepped into the role of director. 
 
This wasn’t an easy transition to start with. It took time for the necessary 
adjustment of our working relationship to settle in. However, once again a trust 
developed. This time between actor and director. Time was against us and I had to 
push Steve through his exhaustion (not helped by a torn Achilles tendon) and 
distraction from producing the show. I also needed to support him in overcoming 
his ‘fear’ of not having performed for a long time. The show was very physical and 
demanded an enormous amount of energy. At the end of the day Steve would leave 
wearing his Producer’s hat, which took up all his time away from rehearsals. Prop 
buying, invitations, programs, liaising with the lighting and sound designers. Also, 
being so personal, presented emotional obstacles that Steve had to overcome so he 
could ‘act’ it not ‘be’ it. 
 
It was not always easy for Steve to trust me directing him. Considering all these 
obstacles, we rehearsed a really good piece of theatre which was affirmed in the 
constructively positive feedback we received. Things did get a little heated at the 
technical rehearsal. This was a very technical show with 100 audio, visual and lighting 
cues.. By this time the producer was tired, the actor was nervous and the writer, having 
revealed so much of himself, was worried. This was the first and only time that the crew 
had to solve problems and solve glitches. Suddenly, for the first time, Steve the actor  
was alone on stage and found it really challenging to accept and trust, that for the 
purposes of the tech, he needed to just be an actor. The computer programming was 
tricky with many audio/visual/lighting cues needing to be in sync. Aimee needed to be 
able to get her job done. Which she did magnificently. 
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What were some the joys and pleasures for you working on this research 
project? 
 
The birth of magical moments during workshops of which there were many. Setting 
up Steve’s relationship with his Mum through her hanky. The more Steve put 
himself in the scenes at various ages, (the wonderment of childhood, the angst of 
adolescence, his experimenting with ‘hippy’ culture, the terrifying introduction into 
the mysterious world of women) the more we identified with him. We all relate to the 
naivety and optimism of youth. When Steve really let rip and started to have fun 
with these recreation of his younger self, it was hilarious. It was so exciting to see 
all these funny moments pop out. The same for the moving moments as well. When 
we finally achieved the emotional truth of a scene, the unique shape of the show 
began to emerge and we both drew a sigh of relief. “Hey, this is going to work!” 
Cowboy Steve on the toilet, the infamous dance class where he gets to dance with 
the girl with the club foot, Steve doing his Mick Jagger impersonation, alone in his 
teenage bedroom, The LSD trip. 
 
The other really special story was of his sister, Susie, getting married. Susie had an 
intellectual disability and it was against the odds that she would ever get married. 
Steve’s proud, tender love for her enveloped us. Watching it through his eyes was 
delightful. So when John says “She’s got so fat”, it was shocking. As the tension 
rose in the claustrophobic car journey, with John finally barking at Steve “ You are 
not part of this family” we felt the pain. It was awful to watch. Then Steve getting 
out of the car was devastating. 
 
What do you see as the next steps in terms of the development of the 
project? 
 
More time! The next step would be to secure sufficient funds for a proper full time 
rehearsal schedule. I can’t remember exactly how many days a week we worked or 
for how long. It was something like three afternoons a week, then three days a week 
over a few months. Given the total amount of hours we had together, we achieved 
an enormous amount of work. Having more time, would allow for possible changes. 
e.g.: originally, we were going to use the opening of Steve’s father’s briefcase to 
provide the catalyst. However, this was extremely difficult and it was easier to more 
or less develop a chronological time line. It would be good to re workshop some 
elements rather than just repeating it. Also, Steve needs more time to rehearse as 
an actor so he can perform without script in hand. His performance will be far more 
enjoyable for him and take the audience even further. Due to the technical nature of 
this show, the budget needs to provide for more time in tech rehearsal. 
 
What have you learnt from working as a dramaturg/director on this 
project? 
 
For this sort of work, having someone who can jump between viewing the piece 
dramaturgically and then direct the actor to achieve his best performance, enhanced 
 
the process. I would like to continue as a ‘hybrid’ dramaturge. 
 
Has it inspired you to create and perform your own solo autobiographical 
show? 
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I had been tinkering around with ideas for my own piece. I learnt so much from the 
process we developed, that yes, I am now creating my own solo, autobiographical 
work! I have since moved back to my home of Wales, after living and working in 
Australia for nearly thirty years. I hadn’t planned to return, it just happened due to 
a family crisis. Part of the reason for me staying, is that being back in my native 
land is inspirational and the Welsh theatre scene is conducive to this genre of 
performance. Like Steve, the performance of it will be a challenge! 
(since this interview, Elaine has created and performed her own solo autobiographical 
show, titled ‘Moment(o)s of Leaving’ in the UK-May, 2018) 
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Keith Gallasch & Virginia Baxter interviewed by Steve Matthews - August 3, 2017 
 
Steve: I’m with Keith Gallasch & Virginia Baxter, who have kindly allowed themselves 
to interviewed about the development of contemporary performance in Sydney and solo 
autobiographical performance- although your show, although autobiographical, it was 
not actually a solo show 
 
Keith:  No- it was a show in which Virginia probed me. It was about my life. My 
parents died in 1980 within a week of each other. In one case it was expected with my 
mother but it wasn’t expected that my father would die a few days later. 
 
Steve: That’s quite traumatic. 
 
 Keith: It had always been bubbling away underneath. It was very hard to reconcile. We 
had very different relationships They didn’t get on well together and my relationship 
with them was pretty difficult. – but I loved them. And this accumulated until I felt - 
well, in the previous year, 1987, we had done this show ‘Tokyo/Now/Thriller, which 
was an autobiographical show about us going to Japan, which became in 1992, became 
‘Tokyo 2’, which did very well and played in Melbourne, which was a revised version.   
 
Steve: This was your company ’Open City’, which was just the two of you? 
 
Keith: Yes, and a lot of collaborators. It was formed in 1987. This lead to at least one 
production per year and a lot of radio work from 1987-1996 with the ABC, where we 
were working for Radio Helix, Surface Tension,  
 
Virginia: The Listening Room 
 
Keith: A whole pile of programs. A six-part series on the body called ‘The Australian 
Body’ 
 
Virginia: Those were the good days of the ABC. 
 
Steve: I started out in radio in NZ as well as theatre. Lots of actors in those days also 
did radio work. 
 
Keith: We had been working in Adelaide since 1976, where we formed a company 
called Troupe - which Virginia joined not long after. It was the first company to do 
Australian plays seriously and continuously in Adelaide. We were with them until 
1980-81. Virginia did two solo shows ‘Just Walk’ and ‘What Time is this House?’ 
which was semi- autobiographical. 
 
Steve: so you started quite early on this journey of drawing on lived experience for the 
content of your shows.. 
 
Keith: Virginia was my inspiration for doing autobiographical work. Subsequently, all 
of our work with Open City over the next ten years was informed by autobiography. We 
played ourselves, we didn’t play characters which was part of the whole contemporary 
performance spectrum. We may not actually be ourselves, but an aspect of ourselves. 
It’s a persona, a what-if version of ourselves.  
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Steve: There is a lot of the theoretical debate about this. Is it Spalding Gray’s real self ? 
Or is it a version of himself, etc.. 
 
Keith: Yes. I think it was John Bayliss who said that post- modernism has been very 
problematic for the visual arts but for the performing arts, it’s been a really positive 
thing. It took us away from conventional narrative and told us that there are many other 
ways to tell stories. It wasn’t just anti-story. 
 
Steve: What inspired and motivated to do this particular show about your parents? 
 
Keith: It was a desire for a kind of catharsis, I suppose. To come to grips with their 
deaths, which I hadn’t. It just niggled away at me. I didn’t go through a breakdown but 
it was niggling away.. We would talk about it and the idea emerged. We were totally 
preoccupied with photography at that time. The 1980s was a fantastic time for 
photography. We knew Sandy Edwards, who was one of Australia’s leading 
photographers, who was our collaborator on this show and Virginia was writing about 
photography with Sandy. This was before the digital and video revolution. In this same 
year (1987), William Yang is starting out- so it was a concentrated feeling of the 
importance of photography. In my case, it was grappling with the family album. I had 
this small suitcase of just loosely packed family photographs.  
 
Virginia: That your sister had given you. Or did you ask for them? 
 
Keith: When my parents died, she received it and we shared it. Some of them just 
happened- there are 700 Gallasch families scattered around Adelaide and Brisbane. 
There were reunions and someone write a history. There were lots of photos in there 
and you started thinking “God that looks like me” They’ve got that look. 
 
Steve: Sounds to me that you’ve got this desire to understand your relationship with 
your parents and something of your family history? 
 
Keith & Virginia (together) : Yes. 
 
Keith: To understand my family history. My mother’s father, he ran away from home at 
12 years old to be a stockman- and signed up for Gallipoli- he lost an arm- 
subsequently, he lost both his legs to gangrene. He had 120 operations. Nonetheless, the 
postmaster at Handorff, president of the football club, an alcoholic and a wife beater. 
 
Steve: How did you find that out? 
 
Keith: Well, through my mother. I was raised on it. whereas my father was a silent man, 
my mother, over and over…She never drank, but she was a classic child of an alcoholic. 
Reward and punishment, just as her father had done. It was one the things that I had to 
live out. 
 
Steve: So, Virginia, were you the director and dramaturg of this piece ? 
 
Virginia: I co-wrote it. I responded to things he wrote or said. There was a whole 
process of photography that happened at the beginning of the work. It starts out with a 
man who goes to a photographer to get a portrait of himself done. So once we met 
Sandy and established that she would be our collaborator and photographer, we went to  
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her studio and she started taking pictures. I observed what was going on and 
documented some of the language she was using as she was taking the pictures. That 
wove its way into the script. 
 
Keith: As I was writing the script, Virginia was interjecting with these things.. 
 
Virginia: There was a lot of toing and froing..a lot of questions. 
 
Keith: A lot of writing. We’ve spent years writing together. 
 
Steve: This is fascinating. Part of my research is looking at each performer’s creative 
process, which differs with person. You have some similarities with William Yang in 
that you are working off the photographs.  
 
Keith: Yes 
 
Steve: But your process is very much a collaboration, whereas William works entirely 
on his own. 
 
Keith: And improvisation. We’re not extensive improvisers but that show we went into 
Sandy’s studio and we spent hours and hours of constructing a scenario of me being 
photographed in different poses, different preoccupations, with all the family photos 
piled all around me. I can show you these slides- as it will give you an idea of the show. 
(Keith shows Steve the slides and photos). We sat at the desk. That’s Effie, our stage 
manager, who had just graduated from NIDA and she had three slide projectors to 
operate for her first show out. We would turn and talk to the audience. We worked from 
scripts. We would refer to the script then go off script. 
 
Steve: I can see how Paul Dwyer was very influenced by your show. 
 
Keith & Virginia (together): Yes, yes 
 
Keith: I would go out on to the stage- and sometimes Virginia- and I would do things 
like become my child self, wrapped in the photographs. We had these beautiful soft 
screens, designed by a friend. (shows Steve the design book). All these images would 
come up – like the photographer looking at my hands, irritating me- or a shot of my 
mother. We had this big tub of water, as we were using the story of Echo and Narcissus 
as a sub-textual theme. 
 
Steve: Why? 
 
Keith: Because what I was doing could have been read as narcissistic. Because I’m 
looking for myself all the time. 
 
Steve: That’s the big argument against autobiographical work. Personally, I disagree. I 
think all of our stories are set within a specific historical, social and cultural context- so 
the story is a bigger story. 
 
Keith: People would say it’s just confessional. Well, we would say that it takes a lot of 
art to be confessional. 
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Steve: I agree. Let’s talk more about that art because there is an art to creating this 
work. 
 
Keith: Well, you need to know what you’re looking for. In this case, I’d notice certain 
things, a certain wry grin I can have. A certain deadly look (laughs) which I think I 
inherited from my mother in particular. 
 
Virginia: Daggers. 
 
Keith: Daggers yes, and the famous one “Don’t you look at me like that” and I think 
“What have I just done?” All that kind of luggage you get, and it’s not about words- it’s 
about the look or one day you’re walking along the beach, these are in the script, and I 
was about 7 or 8 and my mother suddenly turns to me and says “You look terrible, 
you’re so skinny” and then says to my father “He looks terrible, he’s so skinny” and my 
father just... nothing. But we just keep walking along the beach and they’ve just 
perpetrated this horrible damage and I’m going.. “What?” I’ve changed, I’m not small 
and round anymore. 
 
Steve: So talk to me about that process of discovering yourself and reflecting on 
yourself because I think that’s been an interesting conversation with all the performers, 
and many of them talk about catharsis. So talk to me about that. 
 
Keith: And yet contemporary performance work is often not seen as catharsis. 
 
Steve: No, I know. Because there’s this fear of kind of… 
 
Keith: Melodramatising.  
 
Steve: Yeah exactly. 
 
Keith: Yeah, but it was cathartic. One - it was great, to have Virginia because we were 
in a very frank relationship. So that’s a vital thing, to have someone who’s a fellow 
dramaturg, a fellow writer, so you can just be frank about these things. The other was a 
good relationship with my sister, but also just looking at all those photographs, these 
hundreds of photographs and looking through. And they trigger things. You’re looking 
at yourself at kind of 2 years of age, you know you discover things. That my mother had 
postnatal stress disorder, so I was three months spent with an aunt, and I didn’t even 
find this out till later. There were things like that, which then probably relate to my 
mother’s problems. I spoke to some uncles who gave me some other information. A 
new family history revealed how we’d come out of Prussia or Germany in the 1830’s 
and there was a Polish legacy in fact. Everyone in the family thought we were good 
German Lutherans, turned out we’d been Polish Catholics looks like, oh dear. (laughs) 
 
Steve: You didn’t even know this. 
 
Keith: I didn’t know it until the mid 1980s, and that’s a terrific story and partly its that 
my mother told these stories over and over so I’d paid attention to those. There was the 
story of the Gallipoli grandfather - such an ambiguous story and then there’s my 
father’s father who’s the inheritor of the German properties and the grandmother on the 
hill that never spoke English. Everyone would take food up to her and this kind of 
legendary stuff. He treated his seven sons with disdain and I remember my father saying  
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he’d be up at 6am digging potatoes with chilblains. Until they revolted and divvied 
them up amongst them, and then he suicided. He walked into a dam. 
 
Steve: So how far back did you go? 
 
Keith: Oh 1850’s, 1860s, not very personally then because it’s just history. I’m born in 
1945 and I’m told stories over and over again, like you would have loved your 
grandfather meaning my father’s father, because he used to keep himself really well, 
with highly polished shoes and you would stare into them. So suddenly I remember this 
- almost like a black and white photo, you know, so strong. Or my mother would say of 
her father, “You’ve got a lovely speaking voice, just like your grandfather”. Those 
things, once you go rifling through those things and talking to each other. 
 
Steve: So is this connecting you into your own personal history? 
 
Keith: Yeah, and also exploring my identity, because in the show I keep saying to 
Virginia and the photographer I just want the one true photo. It’s like that notion of 
searching for wholeness and yet we know as post-postmodernists that we’re made up of 
many strands and that’s what I accept at the end of the performance that I’ve unleashed. 
The photographer and Virginia have helped me unleash this sense of multiple aspects of 
myself. 
 
Steve: And did you bring it right up to the present? 
 
Keith: Well, that was the present. 
 
Virginia: The present was the being photographed. 
 
Steve: Oh ok. 
 
Keith: So it was like showing the audience this investigation, because all the time we’re 
chatting, we’re chatting to them, the slides are rolling by and there’s photos of the 
family. You see the Gallipoli father without his legs, you see my mother and so it’s 
right up to 1988 ,which is when I decide this grieving has to be met and resolved as best 
as it can, because it never is. And closure is such a provisional term, but it helps. 
 
Steve: Yeah, I’m interested in that, because definitely for me, like I had quite a difficult 
relationship with my father, and that was the spark for me after he died. And it was 
photographs, I found this photograph of him as a young man, you know dashing young 
man at Oxford (points to photo). 
 
Virginia: Very dashing. 
 
Steve: And he was a quiet, shy man who didn’t talk much about himself and that got me 
started on you know exploring my relationship with me. For me, there definitely was a 
shift in the process, so I’m wondering for you was there a shift in your relationship with 
either or both of your parents? Was there a different understanding by the end of the 
process? 
 
Keith: I think so, because you know just about how you put it all together is so critical. 
And before those ideas, there’s conflicting feelings and unhappiness about it but, to put  
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it all together or a version of it, was very satisfying. And then it was very strange to take 
it to my hometown in Adelaide in 1994 for the Adelaide Festival, where we did a one-
off performance at the visual arts program, which was very well attended in Elder Hall. 
My sister came. I thought she would be distraught but she was just calm but her 
husband wept.  
 
Steve: Because it’s a powerful medium. 
 
Keith: It is yeah. And people see, well it’s not a fiction, they’re seeing it as a truth. 
 
Steve: Yes, so let’s talk a little bit about that, so in one sense it is a truth because it’s 
factual, however, talk to me about the process for both of you in terms of shaping it into 
what I see in the photos, the art of it, the dramaturgy, the creative decisions, etc. 
 
Keith: Well working with the photographer was the critical thing. I’d had a grant from 
the literature board to write it. 
 
Steve: Ok, would you have done it if you didn’t have the grant? 
 
Keith: Oh yeah, because we had funding for the company, so the couple of times I got 
grants to sketch out or write scripts, which was just a bonus. We were doing all kinds of 
other shit jobs. 
 
Steve: How long did it take you to develop the show? 
 
Keith: Over a year I suppose? 
 
Virginia: Yeah. 
 
Steve: What part-time? 
 
Keith: Yeah, we were very well funded in those days compared with what people get 
now but even so. Being in the studio was fantastic with the photographer, because that 
just gave us so many clues. Like let’s say we’d get out all the photographs and what are 
we going to do with these? and Sandy would say “Well lie on the photographs”. We’d 
made copies of all the photographs and it just kept going back to the cathartic thing. 
What happened after, I was married in the late 1960’s and the relationship didn’t end 
well, I mean it didn’t end that badly, we’re still friends. But not long after that I burnt a 
whole pile of photographs without thinking about it much. I don’t think it was a huge 
collection or anything but it kind of stuck with me and I thought, I’d transpose that. So 
I’d known from pretty much the beginning of writing it that at the end of the show, 
we’d burn all those photographs. But not the actual photographs. 
 
Virginia: Photocopies of the photos. 
 
Keith: Quality photocopies. 
 
Steve: Ok. 
 
Keith: So towards the end of the show Virginia and the stage manager - this is on the 
slides not on the stage -cover me with the photographs and then I crawl out of them and 
I set fire to them, and some people got upset about it. 
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Virginia: It was a very disturbing thing for many people in the audience, plus the 
burning happened to the strains of the song ‘Cherry Pink and Apple Blossom White’ 
which was a favourite song of your mother’s? 
 
Keith: My mother’s yes. Played on marimbas by a composer friend of ours, beautiful. 
 
Steve: Fantastic. This is the art isn’t it? This is the craft of it. 
 
Keith: Yes, it was a gentle catharsis in a way but for some people they took it strongly-
who thought perhaps I was burning those photographs, but I wasn’t really, it was just 
copies. But in terms of the actual process, it’s the way you do anything. I mean it’s a 
mixture of just sitting and writing, it’s dialoguing, it’s working with the photographer in 
the studio, it’s discovering things, it’s throwing things out. We were never afraid to 
revise, never afraid. Whereas we’d both worked for a long time with dramaturgs and 
playwrights whose plays were semi-successful, we just wish they’d rewritten the bloody 
thing, but they’re so stubborn, it’s done. You think, well if only you could do it. So 
when we took it to Adelaide we didn’t revise it heavily, did we? We took a few chunks 
out of it. 
 
Virginia: Well, we had to cut it down because we only had a certain timeframe. 
 
Keith: We were not precious about that.  
 
Steve: So you were real trailblazers. It was really only you and William at the time. 
 
Keith: Well doing this contemporary performance work, there was us and Sydney Front 
and Sidetrack and some of the dance companies. It was a body of work.  
 
Steve: I understand that. 
 
Keith: But we didn’t follow this line you see. When we did ‘All That Flows’, our other 
work with photography in 1990, we actually commissioned 2 photographers, Sandy and 
another photographer to take photos of men. One took photos of fathers and sons, really 
beautiful photographs, sometimes naked, playing together and stuff. The other one was 
a Sydney artist, an arts manager, a woman, but playing Elvis Presley – well, kind of 
Elvis Presley kind of thing. So the audience was surrounded with these big screens, with 
these projections of men and father’s and son’s and the male persona. 
 
Steve: So for you it was more the process of working with photography rather than the 
autobiographical. 
 
Keith: Well we’ve always been autobiographical, so even the show I mentioned was 
autobiographical and “All That Flows” was about men’s’ bodies, it was about my body. 
And a whole lot of men’s bodies and again, it was Virginia and I working this out with 
a fairly large team. So we’re always autobiographical, but we only use photos in two 
shows. 
 
 
Virginia: Well, we used it in the show that I did in Adelaide ‘What Time Is This 
House?’ which was about houses we’d lived in. We used photography there by making 
albums which were actually handed out to the audience. 
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Keith: So four big albums were handed out to the audience. 
 
Virginia: I think actually that kind of inflected some aspects of ‘Photo Play’. 
 
Keith: It wasn’t a major influence. 
 
Steve: What kind of house? 
 
Virginia: This idea that we wanted the photos to feel kind of close to the audience as if 
they were, you know, we were projecting them on soft white cloth rather than fixed 
screens. Photography had entered the fray slightly before this.  
 
Keith: That was back in 1984, wasn’t it? 
 
Virginia: Yeah. Was it after this that we did the radio piece about photography? I can’t 
remember. Yeah it was a preoccupation and there was a lot of interest such interesting 
stuff happening in photography in the early 1980s. 
 
Keith: In a way, Virginia had kick-started this with the show about the houses she’d 
lived in and taking the audience through these imaginary houses influenced by art and 
Barthel art. It was published by Australasian Drama Studies as a script and there’s been 
a couple of student productions since which is really nice. So it’s been part of an 
ongoing exploration. I co-directed/ co-wrote that show too. So in a way it started a way 
of working. Virginia did two solo shows and I helped out in each and curated her shows 
with other collaborators including those people. 
 
Steve: This is a broader question now, I mean you can come back to anything you want 
to talk about that’s fine. Looking at the genre because it’s become quite popular over 
the last ten or fifteen years. Have you seen particular performers? 
 
Keith: I’ve seen a lot, yes right from Spalding Gray through, obviously with people like 
Laurie Anderson, a really important influence. But the ones that I think I was most 
impressed with was the Aboriginal women of the early 1990’s early 2000’s, a string of 
them, they were terrific. 
 
Steve: Yes talk to me about that. 
 
Keith: Because they could confront an audience, they could be self-deprecating, they 
could mock us, they could speak like Ningali Lawford, they could speak in language 
and that was terrific. They were much more straightforward shows, and they weren’t 
relying on that playing with photography. 
 
Steve: It was more narrative based. 
 
Keith: Giving it to you. Yes, so very stand-uppish in a way. 
 
Steve: I saw Tammy Anderson’s show. 
 
Keith: Yeah, that’s the one we missed. 
 
Virginia: There was Leah Purcell’s ‘Box the Pony’. 
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Steve: Leah Purcell, that’s right... 
 
Keith: Who else was there? 
 
Steve: It was the Deborah Mailman and Wesley Enoch one. 
 
Virginia: Oh yes, ‘The Seven Stages of Grieving’. 
 
Keith: Yes, which had so many biographical elements in it. We interviewed both of 
them in Brisbane for a show we were going to do that never happened. ‘Mondo-Lingo’, 
about being Australian and what language do you have? 
 
Steve: It seems to have been picked up by people from minority groups as a way of 
giving voice to particular realities. 
 
Keith: Yeah, hence the continuity with Annette Shun Wah and William Yang’s 
dramaturgy of the next generation. The best one I think is the... 
 
Virginia: ‘In Between Two’? 
 
Keith: ‘In Between Two’ which is a wonderful work, where it breaks the Yang mould. 
Because you’ve got two people very chatty on stage, a bit like ours but in this case 
they’re each telling stories, they’re both musicians so they accompany each other and 
they comment on each other’s stories. 
 
Virginia: And that’s with big projections. 
 
Keith: Big projections as well. 
 
Virginia: William Yang’s one of the dramaturge’s. 
 
Keith: And Annette Shun Wah 
 
Steve: Yes, I interviewed William and he’d started to run workshops at the time. 
 
Keith: Yeah, he’s mentoring, keeping what he’s done and establishing that as a 
tradition. But I thought that was the best one. Because we saw another one which four 
people spoke and it was just four people speaking. 
 
Virginia: With photographs. 
 
Keith: Yeah with photographs. 
 
Steve: I want to come back to your show. Because you were partners at the time 
correct?  
 
Keith and Virginia (together): Yes 
 
Steve: I mean that interests me, in terms of the process for you (to Virginia). It must 
have been interesting working in a slightly more objective way but also you essentially 
you’re interviewing and facilitating your partner in this process of exploring himself, of 
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self-knowledge. There’s a sensitivity around the cathartic aspects of his relationship 
with his recently deceased parents. How was that for you? 
 
Virginia: Well I think, in all the work we did together, there was always that. Keith 
would write something I would read that and then respond by writing something else, or 
perhaps trying to edit or change what he had written, and he would do the same with 
mine. It was a lot of code dramaturgy going backwards and forwards, mostly across this 
table I might say. 
 
Keith: There is in ‘Photo Play’ this section in which, just coloured slides are shown, in 
which Virginia talks about photographs and memories and you don’t see the 
photographs. 
 
Virginia: Well they were more memories that weren’t photographs. 
 
Keith: That’s right memories. 
 
Virginia: So I guess in this… 
 
Steve: Your memories or his? 
 
Virginia: My memories yes.  
 
Keith: It’s in the middle of the work. 
 
Virginia: In a way it was kind of an attempt to drag someone away from that fascination 
with the photograph. Like memories, there are millions of things that happen that are 
not photographed. These happen to be some things that were. And you are obsessed 
with this, you’re thinking too deeply into this. So I think that was a way of sort of 
countering the influence of the image. 
 
Steve: But you were there on stage as part of the performance. 
 
Virginia: Yeah. I’m like the Ignatz to Keith’s Krazy Kat. I’m the one throwing the 
bricks occasionally.  
 
Keith: Yes probing 
 
Virginia: But very lovingly, I have to say, because I did see it as a kind of loving 
gesture. 
 
Steve: I think that’s an important quality in this. The dramaturg I worked with said 
“You’ve painted your father, not in a particularly nice light, it’s a bit sort of one-
dimensional” and I didn’t even see that myself, I guess I was looking at it from the point 
of view of a slightly rebellious kind of son. But she was amazing in the way she worked 
with me. It’s almost like she stood in his corner and looked through his eyes to say “ 
Well, can you understand this man, from his background and his belief systems and his 
generation, etc, etc”. These ideas and his behaviour, it’s not a comment on him -it was 
generational, to some extent. 
 
Keith: And understanding the silence of those generations, especially the men, when it 
came to personal matters, it’s pretty profound. 
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Steve: Yes exactly, so I think that description of that kind of aspect of love in it is really 
important. And I think people respond to that too. There’s something quite beautiful and 
vulnerable about watching some of these shows. 
 
Keith: And the audience understand it’s provisional, it’s relative truth. Someone’s taken 
a strand of their life and it’s an investigation. 
 
Steve: Well, one hopes that everyone does. 
 
Keith: Yes, a lot of people take plays at face value. 
 
Steve: Yeah, my sister read the script, she didn’t see the show, but she disagreed. And I 
said, “Ok, I can understand’. We had a different experience. We were both there but 
with a different experience. 
 
Keith: And it’s how you go about it. In this, it was partly with things we’d said, but a lot 
of it was the look of the photographs and the audience was getting a chance to respond 
to those at the same time as you’re talking about them. 
 
Virginia: The historical element was really interesting as well. His stories were terrific 
and the relatives were quite amazing people. They look amazing.  
 
Keith: They look amazing, yeah, all those wedding photos. 
 
Virginia: And you’ve also got the audience doing what you’re doing - looking for the 
eyes that are the same… it’s a pleasure to be invited into someone else’s investigation. 
 
Keith: To have your look ‘probed’ and how you see yourself because my persona 
constantly wants to be seen in a particular way, but the photographer keeps tossing back 
these other images. Of course, it’s a fantasy because you couldn’t see the photos that 
fast. 
 
Steve: So that kind of raises questions, in terms of vulnerability, about choices. We’re 
used to presenting ourselves in a certain way publicly. There’s stuff we don’t 
necessarily want to reveal about ourselves and part of the workshopping and 
dramaturgical writing process, was challenging for me to go “Well I really shouldn’t tell 
that story” because that’s like a whole other dimension of myself. Any comment on 
that? Did you have decisions where you went “I can’t tell that story, or I can tell that 
story?” 
 
Keith: Well I don’t think I did in this case. I think the play about masculinity, the one 
about masculinity ‘All That Flows’ was tougher territory. I was a bit in mid-life crisis 
and I’d been a bit off-the-wall for a couple of years. I had to treat that with some 
caution. ‘Photo Play’ seemed to come out, it wasn’t hell to make, it wasn’t a great 
pleasure, but it worked so comfortably and it was like it needed to be told and there 
were no big crises of creation. 
 
Steve: That’s interesting, you felt it needed to be told.  
 
Keith: Yeah 
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Steve: A lot of things you’re both saying, these themes are running through all the other 
interviews. At one end, I talked to Deborah Leiser-Moore and it was like an obsession 
for her. 
 
Keith: I worked with Deborah on the early version. 
 
Steve: Oh ok. And then you’ve got the other end, where William will only do a show if 
someone pays him to do it. Probably when he started out, he felt a strong need. 
 
Keith: He’s a driven man. 
 
Steve: Yeah, but I think that need to tell is really crucial. Because it’s not an easy 
process. 
 
Keith: No. Well I don’t subscribe to the notion that something writes itself. Some 
people just say I’m writing and these characters are doing this and that. And that can 
happen in a way, and it’s a bit harder when you’re writing from yourself about yourself. 
 
Steve: That’s why for me having a dramaturg or having a partner working on the 
process to me is really essential. I mean, I admire William that he doesn’t do that. You 
could say he probably does need it sometimes. 
 
Keith: Sometimes… sometimes. 
 
Steve: I spoke to Michael Workman who’s a stand-up who bit like Daniel Kitson. He’s 
now moved into doing solo autobiographical shows and he does it all himself. But he 
adapts, he tries stuff with an audience and then changes it and then comes back so there 
is an evolution in the process, you could say he’s listening to his audience. For me, my 
dramaturgical skills were not strong enough to be able to do that myself. 
 
Keith: Yeah, it’s hard to step out from oneself and look at these things. We had a 
number of… we had a very opinionated lighting designer... 
 
(laughs) 
 
Keith: Who had some good opinions. And also a bolshie stage manager, and the 
photographer. So, it’s good. 
 
Steve: What was the critical response like? 
 
Keith: I’ve kept a couple of the reviews 
 
Steve: Oh great. 
 
Keith: One by Sarah Miller before she became director of The Performance Space, 
which was very perceptive. She was the one who took us to Adelaide for the festival in  
 
 
1994. we didn’t know her then at this stage. And also, Doug Anderson’s review in the 
Herald which was very good. 
 
Steve: Fantastic. 
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Keith: You can have those. It was very good response. 
 
Virginia: We had good audiences. 
 
Keith: Good response in Adelaide. We also did a mini-version for students at Griffith 
University in Queensland. We did a very intimate version at the Australian Centre for 
Photography for several nights in 1994-95. So we kept on the boil for a while, those 
days it was much harder to tour anything, now the new generation they just move 
around. This is before all the touring subsidies and all those networks that are up now. 
We did occasional things, we took shows to Melbourne and we went to the Tisch 
School in New York and did…which show was that? 
 
Keith and Virginia (together): ‘All that Flows.’ 
 
Keith: Just an excerpt for a big conference they were having. That was great fun. But 
we were glad we got to do it a few times. 
 
Steve: Reflecting back, because now we’re in the time of Facebook, Instagram… 
 
Virginia: Selfies… 
 
Steve: Selfies, that’s right. 
 
Keith: This is the ultimate selfie. 
 
Steve: Yeah, this was a different time. This was something new and a bit cutting edge, 
people actually talking about their own life. And revealing quite personal material in 
front of an audience. 
 
Keith: This is the same period in which non-fiction starts to push towards the front of 
the bookshop and there’s palpable change over the last twenty or so years and there’s 
the dark side, which is reality TV and all of that. It was a time of enormous innovation. I 
don’t think there’s been anything quite like the 1970-80s. I mean it goes back to really 
the 1960s, when there’s that latest wave of modernism moving into postmodernism. But 
this whole era of contemporary performance has left such a strong legacy. Now there’s 
a lot more relational work, participatory work that seems to have been as the younger 
generation now for whom that’s pretty critical. Sensory- whether you heighten or 
deprive the audience of their sensory responses in things that are virtually performative 
installations. But in terms of contemporary performance, it’s not a great moment. 
 
Virginia: Whereas, in that era though the companies who working at the same time as 
we were, performance-wise. All had an interest in the audience in relation to the 
performance - so all of them were testing that ground all the time. 
 
Keith: The fact that we were using, we’d often use the scripts, not at every show but 
we’d have the scripts there and we’d be referring to them and the fact that we were face-
to-face with them. 
 
Virginia: Or we’d do a whole show with our backs to the audience and only stepping on 
to the stage every now and again and the stage manager was clearly there right at the 
front of the audience manipulating the images. 
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Keith: It’s just a classic postmodern thing. 
 
Virginia: And in some of our shows we invited people to come and go as they wanted. 
We extended that relationship between us and the audiences in many different ways. 
 
Keith: We did a three-hour durational show called “Some of the Sun” which was about 
being on the spectrum whether it was autism or schizophrenia or whatever. Three hours 
in which we just kept recycling but subtly changing the performances. So people go out 
for a coffee and come back and have a tremendous sense of deja vu. It’s the same but 
different. 
 
Virginia: We couldn’t go out for coffee. We just had to keep doing the same things, it 
was kind of maddening. 
 
Keith: Two-thirds of the way through you think “where am I?” But it’s really worth 
doing. 
 
Steve: Was this at The Performance Space? The Performance Space seemed to be quite 
a central point. 
 
Keith: It was fantastic. There was a decade there, we practically lived there. There was 
great dance, festivals, conferences, ceremonies. 
 
Virginia: Lots of intermingling of art forms, there was lots of visual arts in the galleries 
downstairs, performers, dancers. People always seeing each other’s work. 
 
Keith: It was a great community. We had a huge party at the end of every year usually 
out at Sidetrack and sometimes Performance Space. But that’s gone. All of that’s gone. 
 
Steve: Up at Carriageworks now, it doesn’t seem to be the same. 
 
Keith: No. Performance Space did a good festival at the end of the year. Carriageworks 
doesn’t support a lot of local performance work. It’s mostly visual arts and a couple of 
companies they support so there’s no ongoing venue, which is tragic. It’s a tragic thing. 
It was a great era for invention and experimentation with the Sydney Front and the other 
companies and the individual performers doing great things. 
 
Steve: Yes, because most of the people I’ve interviewed have come out of groups 
similar to yours, such as EntreActe. 
 
 
 
 
